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Introduction
Aud Sissel Hoel and Ingvild Folkvord

There seems to be a Cassirer revival going on. In Germany, especially,
the number of dissertations treating Ernst Cassirer’s philosophy, and 
his philosophy of symbolic forms in particular, is increasing every year.
The same trend can be seen in the Anglophone world, where new books
on and new translations of Cassirer are coming out every year. Why 
this renewed interest, one is tempted to ask, and why now? Certainly, 
there are historical reasons. More and more people have come to realize
that Ernst Cassirer – a distinguished philosopher of the German ideal-
ist tradition, admirer of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, pronounced 
supporter of the Weimar Republic and a cosmopolitan liberal of Jewish
background who at the height of his career had to leave his position and 
flee the Nazis – has not received the attention he rightfully deserves. 
What incites the present revival, however, is not merely an urge to 
raise a monument to a great thinker. It is spurred, rather, by pressing 
current concerns, such as the vacuum left by the receding paradigm of 
poststructuralism in the cultural sciences, or by the onslaught, across
disciplines, of new reductive biologisms in the wake of the recent
proliferation of evolutionary psychology and related gene-centred
approaches. Furthermore, it is prompted by the way that Cassirer’s phi-
losophy of symbolic forms provides rich and still untapped resources for
the ongoing attempts to bridge unproductive intellectual gaps. Cassirer’s 
thinking is unique in the way that it endeavours to integrate logical
concerns, championed by scientifically oriented philosophers, with the
concerns of the historical and cultural sciences. Standing, as he did, at
the threshold of what has come to be an ever-widening gulf separating
‘rationally’ inclined analytic philosophers from ‘irrationally’ inclined
continental philosophers, and whose symbolic inception was marked
by the legendary meeting between Cassirer and Martin Heidegger at the
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Swiss resort of Davos in April 1929,1 Cassirer made a serious effort to 
negotiate these, by now, all too familiar intellectual tensions.

The key to this sought-after integration is the concept of ‘symbolic
function’, which, according to Cassirer, has validity across the entire 
domain of human meaning-making, ranging from perception, via lan-
guage and art, to mathematics. What characterizes human existence
is that it is essentially mediated by what Cassirer refers to as ‘symbolic
forms’. The prime examples of symbolic forms are language, myth and
science, each of which is devoted a volume in Cassirer’s three-volume 
main exposé of his philosophy of symbolic forms (1923, 1925, 1929).2

Other symbolic forms include art, religion and history. Even if they 
are historical and variable, the mediating forms are not conceived in
opposition to nature. They are not understood to abolish or uproot
the determinations that human beings are subjected to by virtue of 
being living organisms. Instead, the mediating forms are understood
to introduce a peculiar distance into the living nexus of action and
reaction, which brings about a change in the meaning and function of 
these determinations. This distance, characteristic of all human conduct
and meaning-making, grants to human existence a peculiar leeway thaty
Cassirer describes in terms of a relative freedom. It is worth noticing 
that, on the latter account, the distancing work performed by mediat-
ing forms is not understood to alienate humans from nature or reality,
or from some supposed core of authentic life behind or before the cir-
cle of symbols. The distance introduced by symbolic intermediaries is
understood, rather, to allow humans to grasp reality in new and more
profound ways: ‘The individual “symbolic forms” … are the specific
media that man has created in order to separate himself from the world
through them, and in this very separation bind himself all the closer to 
it.’3 It is precisely here, in his conception of mediation as a dynamic,
double and two-way process, that Cassirer’s philosophy breaks new
ground and opens the way for what has been characterized as a ‘radical 
middle road’;4 that is, as a genuine third position, between relativism 
on the one hand and objectivism on the other.

Symbols and signs figure prominently in Cassirer’s writings. It is
important to note, however, that for Cassirer symbols are not represen-
tational in the Cartesian sense, nor are they arbitrary in the sense of 
contemporary semiology and poststructuralism. The symbolic forms do 
not relate to a pre-given reality; nor do they stand in for or supplement 
anything. They are considered instead in terms of their achievements, of 
what they do. Cassirer’s theory of symbols or mediation is directed, so to 
speak, forwards rather than backwards, in that it combines  receptivity
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with a strong productive impulse. The symbolic forms are conceived
of as tools, and the power of tools resides precisely in their capacity to
incite changes. This is to say that the philosophy of symbolic forms
diverges from most established theories of signs and meaning in that it 
proceeds on a positive notion of difference.5 The transformations induced
by the mediation process are not understood to jeopardize or postpone
the identity of the object. Quite the contrary, it is merely by virtue of an 
intervening medium that phenomena come into view as objects in the
first place, as entities that are granted some kind of independent exist-
ence. This is because the symbolic intermediary provides the necessary 
ingredient in any identifying, measuring or comparative act: a reference
point – or, what for Cassirer amounts to the same, a t viewpoint.

Cassirer’s philosophy treats symbols on different levels. A name, for
instance, may serve as a point of crystallization ascribing a certain order 
and unity to phenomena.6 When he sets out to define the concept of 
symbolic form, however, Cassirer provides us with a list of very general 
systems of human activities, which typically includes the examples
already mentioned (language, myth, science, art, religion, history).
Despite the fact that he conceives of symbolic forms as tools, it is not
until the essay made topical in this volume, ‘Form and Technology’,7

published in 1930, that he devotes serious attention to the problem of 
technology. Cassirer’s treatment of technology, therefore, appears as
something of an afterthought, delivered after he had completed the
third and final volume on the philosophy of symbolic forms. What
becomes clear, however, even from a superficial reading of the tech-
nology essay, is that Cassirer now makes a considerable investment in 
the new topic. He is not content merely to include technology as yet
another system of human activities alongside the others already on the
list. The essay addresses far more fundamental questions concerning
the tool character of language and the theoretical work performed by
material instruments, proceeding to advance technology as a primary 
medium in equal company with language and art.

Viewed against the background of the ambitious programme for a new 
kind of philosophy of technology that germinated in this essay, and 
that ascribes to technology a new dignity as a genuine tool of the mind, 
some of the criticisms that have been raised against Cassirer’s concept of 
technology simply seem off the mark. Taking into consideration what
the essay says about the inner relations between theory and material 
instruments, we cannot agree with Johannes Rohbeck when he claims
that Cassirer advances a concept of technology that is ‘filtered and puri-
fied’.8 Certainly, the essay does not delve into examples, and in a longer
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exposition a treatment of particular technologies would be called for. 
Yet, what Cassirer aims for in this essay is a change of track, a radical 
change in viewpoint that allows the question concerning technology to
be posed in an altogether new way. He seeks to establish a fresh angle 
of approach that allows the inner relations between technology, lan-
guage and art to come to the fore and thus to be investigated. Likewise,
considering the above discussion of the tool character of symbols, we
cannot agree with Gideon Freudenthal when he claims that Cassirer’s 
theoretical approach is characterized by a ‘disregard for technology and
for tool use in general’.9 As we see it, the strength of Cassirer’s approach 
has precisely to do with the way that it challenges and undermines the
long-established opposition between theory and practice. In sharp con-
tradistinction to the standard Aristotelian view, ‘theoria’, for Cassirer, is 
not conceived in opposition to ‘praxis’ or ‘techne’. Nor do these terms
refer to activities that can be performed separately. What allows for the 
new inner relation between theory and practice is the weight accorded
to the dynamic notions of ‘formation’ and ‘work’ (production). It is
no coincidence that Cassirer’s writings are permeated by metaphors of 
building and constructing. Theory is conceived as a tool-based activity 
that is performed as a dynamic cultural practice, as agency: concepts 
and notations need to be forged and coined, theories worked out and
demonstrated, models built and arguments need to be set forth and
defended. This is to say that theoretical work is a situated practice that 
addresses a specific community and plays out in a shared yet highly spe-
cialized public sphere, and whose precarious constructions are exposed
to the constant scrutiny of fellow researchers.

It is possible to observe how Cassirer’s insights manifest themselves,
not merely as theoretical claims but also on the micro-level of Cassirer’s 
characteristic style of writing. As if to account for a pragmatically
oriented material hermeneutics, he makes use of textual markers that
emphasize the productive and performative aspects of theoretical work.
In ‘Form and Technology’, for example, when he exposes the intel-
lectual contributions made by previous scholars, he frequently uses
significant combinations of verbs: he discusses what Wilhelm von
Humboldt has ‘said and proven’ and what Theodor-Wilhelm Danzel
has ‘maintained and carried through’.10 A further peculiarity of his writ-
ing concerns the way that Cassirer presents the views of his theoretical
and political adversaries. True to his principle of theoretical reflection 
through performative display, he typically articulates their views and
positions in an elaborate fashion, establishing them in their profun-
dity and plenitude. His method of argument consists of going along
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with the view under discussion as far as he can, seemingly endorsing
it. It is only at the end that he marks the point of deviation, critiques
his adversaries’ most basic premises and positions himself in contra-
distinction to the presented view.11 This sympathetic strategy, which
he also undertakes in ‘Form and Technology’, may sometimes cause
confusion, since the careful expositions of the views held by theoreti-
cal adversaries may easily be mistaken for Cassirer’s own views. Again,
there is an interesting link between the performative aspects and the
insights professed. Cassirer accords great importance to the activity he
refers to as ‘Auseinandersetzung’ – a term for which most English trans-
lations are negative (opposition, struggle, conflict, antagonism), but
which for Cassirer designates the productive act of determining some-
thing through processes of differentiation that bring about a revealing
contrast and counter-positioning. In fact, on the latter account, clas-
sification is conceived as a dynamic process that develops through the
comparison of divergent points of view.

Even though Cassirer in 1930 makes a strong effort to integrate tech-
nology into his general philosophical framework, 14 years later, when 
he summarizes his position for the English-speaking community in
An Essay on Man (1944), he is back on the old list.12 This observation 
prompts us to raise the question, this time going along with Rohbeck’s 
critical remarks, regarding the position of ‘Form and Technology’ in rela-
tion to Cassirer’s main contribution, the philosophy of symbolic forms.
If technology is indeed a primary medium, as the essay suggests, would
not this insight – so rich in implications – provoke a radical change
in Cassirer’s main doctrine as it appears in its canonical three-volume 
instantiation?13 Would not this insight increase the tensions already 
present in the original doctrine, concerning, say, the status of myth or 
language vis-à-vis the other symbolic forms? Or the status of mathemat-
ics, which Cassirer continues to privilege as the supreme expression
of the human intellect even after his philosophy has taken a cultural
turn? Cassirer did not pursue the implications and ramifications of the
insights set forth in the 1930 essay. Seen against the overall picture 
of his philosophical output, technology remains an add-on – perhaps 
even a dangerous supplement in the sense of Jacques Derrida.14 What
is more, if we compare the views on technology presented in ‘Form
and Technology’ with the views presented in his last work, The Myth
of the State (published posthumously in 1946), we may easily be led 
to conclude that Cassirer, after having witnessed the atrocities of the 
Third Reich, feels compelled to go back on his mainly positive stance
on modern technology presented in the 1930 essay. For, at least on the
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face of it, the views presented in the 1946 work seem to be more in line
with the negative stance associated with Heidegger’s analysis of modern
technology and the Frankfurt School.15 Such a conclusion, however,
would be hasty and inconsiderate on at least two accounts. First, even
if both texts are concerned with technology, they differ in their over-
all topics and objectives. While ‘Form and Technology’ undertakes 
a systematic reflection of technology’s potential as a symbolic form, 
The Myth of the State investigates not technology as such, but rather the 
dangers involved when myth is enrolled in the service of state power
and used as a social technique of political persuasion and control.16

Second, ‘Form and Technology’ already points to the dangers associated
with what Cassirer sees as a conflict between symbolic forms, where 
‘each form threatens to subjugate all other forms to itself’.17 However,
it is not until The Myth of the State that Cassirer pursues the social and
political implications of this conflict between forms.

In any event, these critical remarks and contrasting interpreta-
tions do not compromise the philosophical significance of ‘Form and
Technology’. To the contrary, they serve rather to heighten the interest 
of this highly original and thought-provoking essay, where Cassirer 
sets out to answer the charges directed against modern technology.
Moreover, Cassirer was not a dogmatic thinker, and he did not consider 
the philosophy of symbolic forms a finished system. He saw it, rather, 
as a prolegomena to a future philosophy of culture, welcoming critical 
revisions.18 This leaves much room for present-day thinkers who want 
to trace the hitherto unattended-to connections hinted at in the tech-
nology essay or to rework the philosophy of symbolic form in such a 
way that it can meet the theoretical concerns of the current day. This,
at least, is the spirit in which we want to put forward Cassirer’s essay on 
technology in the present volume, where it is offered for the perusal of 
the English-speaking world for the first time.19

The present volume is divided into two parts. Part I provides an
English version of ‘Form und Technik’, which has been translated by
Wilson McClelland Dunlavey and John Michael Krois. The first part also 
includes a short essay by Krois, ‘The Age of Complete Mechanization’, 
which situates the topical essay in its historical and cultural context. In
his essay, Krois draws a picture of an epoch – 1920s Germany – where 
technology has become a matter of general concern for everyone: 
intellectuals, artists, politicians and the general public. Modern tech-
nology is perceived as a threat to humanity as well as its saviour, and
the perils and prospects of complete mechanization are subjected to
excited artistic and philosophical treatment. The essay also treats the
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role played by Leo Kestenberg, the editor of the volume where Cassirer’s 
technology essay first appeared, as well as the importance of radio to
the cultural situation, and of Cassirer and his family’s involvement in 
radio broadcasting.

The second part of the volume consists of nine critical essays that
discuss the philosophical significance of Cassirer’s essay on technology. 
All contributors to the volume have been assigned the same task: to
account for the current relevance of Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic 
forms, and in particular, his approach to technology, with a view to
issues of concern in their respective disciplines.

Aud Sissel Hoel’s essay, ‘Technics of Thinking’, explores the potential 
of Cassirer’s notion of symbolic and, especially, technological media-
tion, which allows for a fresh take on the old problems of knowledge 
and mind. Building on Cassirer’s core insight, delivered in the tech-
nology essay, concerning how tools ground the sort of mediacy that
makes thinking possible, she sketches what she describes as a ‘differen-
tial’ approach to knowledge. The resulting approach is at variance in
significant respects from the philosophy of difference associated with
poststructuralist thinking, and Hoel goes on to compare it, instead, with
lines of thinking pursued in the contemporary philosophy of technol-
ogy, in science and technology studies and in recent ‘extended mind’ 
approaches within the philosophy of mind.

In his essay, ‘The Struggle of Titans – Ernst Jünger and Ernst Cassirer: 
Vitalist and Enlightenment Philosophies of Technology in Weimar
Germany’, Frederik Stjernfelt compares Ernst Cassirer’s philosophy of 
technology, as presented in ‘Form and Technology’, with the views
on technology endorsed by Cassirer’s contemporary, Ernst Jünger, 
as presented mainly in the book-length essay The Worker (1932).20

Whereas the former sees technology as one device among many that
allow human beings to interact with and construct the world, and thus
advancing an optimist neo-Kantian interpretation of technology, the
latter sees technology as a destiny that mankind cannot avoid and that 
must be pushed to its end in order for new values to be shaped, and thus
instigating a Nietzschean and vitalist approach to technology which
was to influence Heidegger and other conservative criticisms of tech-
nology. By comparing the two, Stjernfelt articulates two very different,
almost antagonistic interpretations of technology, which still influence
main versions of philosophies of technology, making a strong case for 
the enlightenment version.

Hans Ruin’s ‘Technology as Destiny in Cassirer and Heidegger: 
Continuing the Davos Debate’ provides a parallel reading of Cassirer’s 



8 Introduction

‘Form and Technology’ and of Heidegger’s contribution to the philoso-
phy of technology, mainly through the essays ‘The Age of the World
Picture’ (1938)21 and ‘The Question Concerning Technology’ (1953).22

Ruin approaches Heidegger’s views as a response to and as an implicit
elaboration of Cassirer’s approach. He conceives the relation between
the two thinkers as a virtual dialogue, the stakes for which were laid 
down in the debate between the two in the 1929 Davos debate. After
providing a detailed account of their respective contributions at Davos,
he goes on to reconstruct Cassirer’s and Heidegger’s views on technol-
ogy, not only with an eye to their differences but also with an eye to 
their common ground, which Ruin refers to as their ‘shared Kantian
matrix’: both thinkers accentuate the way technology changes the
meaning of nature and being, and both thinkers see technology as a 
destiny of man in modernity. They differ markedly, however, when it
comes to the prospects of developing a rational-ethical critique of the
technology-saturated present.

Jean Lassègue, in his essay ‘Technical Activity as a Symbolic Form:
Comparing Money and Language’, develops what it means for techni-
cal activity to be understood as a symbolic form and how it differs from
other symbolic forms such as language. Whereas Cassirer in ‘Form and
Technology’ sees technical activity as the crucial distinguishing factor
between animals and humans, Lassègue re-evaluates this difference.
Drawing on recent findings in ethology, primatology and paleo-anthro-
pology, which confirm collective technical activity among animals and 
pre-human primates, he proposes that animal technical activity differs
from human technical activity in that it is not yet symbolic. Human
technical activity – technology – is characterized by heterogeneity – that 
is, by a peculiar connection between instability and stability in its inner
features. Thus, it is not technical activity as such, but  technology – 
which has a symbolic dimension – that belongs to the domain of sym-
bolic forms. In like manner, Lassègue goes on to re-evaluate two other
topics from ‘Form and Technology’: the idea of technical activity as
organ-projection and the idea of technical activity as an anticipation
of self-knowledge. The essay concludes with a comparison between
money, conceived as technology, and language.

Ingvild Folkvord explores, in ‘The Power of Voice: Ernst Cassirer and 
Bertolt Brecht on Technology, Expressivity and Democracy’, the poten-
tial of Cassirer’s approach to technology and expressivity by juxtapos-
ing it to Bertolt Brecht’s critical reflections on radiophone mediation. 
In spite of all the obvious differences, the Marxist author and the liberal
philosopher meet in their concerned reflections on the effects of new 
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technology on democratic development, a concern that appears to be
closely intertwined with the political tensions in the late period of the
Weimar Republic in which both Cassirer and Brecht lived and worked. 
The comparison seeks to demonstrate how Cassirer’s systematic recog-
nition of expressive phenomena allows for a dynamic understanding 
of technically mediated voice phenomena that questions the sceptical
approach which has become doxa in the contemporary field of cultural
studies and aesthetics.

In her essay, ‘“Representation” and “Presence” in the Philosophy of 
Ernst Cassirer’, Marion Lauschke argues that the philosophy of symbolic
forms provides a constructivist theory of representation. Like Kant,
Cassirer sees experience in terms of coherencies that follow certain
rules of connection, but in contrast to Kant he pluralizes the constitu-
tive relations through which these ordered structures are established.
In the first section of the essay, Lauschke expounds on the concept of 
‘representation’ that underlines the philosophy of symbolic forms and 
contrasts it with the concept of ‘presentation’. She goes on to discuss to
what extent these two concepts help differentiate the various symbolic
forms from each other. In the concluding section, Cassirer’s theory of 
symbols is brought to bear on art and aesthetic phenomena, and com-
pared with contemporary approaches such as Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s 
notion of production of presence and Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction-
ist concept of signification. In line with Cassirer, Lauschke suggests that
aesthetic phenomena are shaped by an oscillation between presence
and representation.

‘Cultural Poetics and the Politics of Literature’, by Frederik Tygstrup
and Isak Winkel Holm, uses Ernst Cassirer’s concept of ‘symbolic forms’ 
to suggest that a distinction be made between a general cultural poetics
and a specific literary poetic. Any culture possesses a common repertoire 
of narratives and cognitive forms that can be used to configure facts.
A cultural poetics consists of a set of collective techniques and princi-
ples enabling the production of cultural images of reality. The poetics of 
literature, on its side, is simultaneously part of and apart from this poet-
ics of culture. Due to this duality of likeness and difference, literature
takes the guise of a cultural laboratory where the roles and functions of 
the cultural repertoire of images of reality can be tested. Tygstrup and
Holm argue that the political significance of literary representational 
practices resides in the way they activate a common cultural repertoire 
of historical symbolic forms while at the same time deviating from the
common ways of treating these forms. They conclude by distinguishing
among three different modes of literary deviation: the creation of new
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images of reality, the exposition of a culture’s repertoire of images of 
reality and the transposition of images of reality from one institutional
context to another.

Mats Rosengren’s ‘Cave Art as Symbolic Form’ takes as its starting 
point the lack of consensus displayed concerning the interpretations
of Paleolithic cave art, one of the earliest forms of symbolic  expression
known to us. According to Rosengren, cave art studies are marred by
two recurring problems: a ubiquitous longing for an origin and a stub-
born conviction that seeing and depiction take on meaning by pas-
sively reflecting what is already there – a conviction that he refers to 
as the ‘mimetic curse’. Through its connection of life and thought as
embodied in man’s tools, Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms, and
particularly his philosophy of technology, provides a new and more
productive framework for the study of cave art. Drawing on Cassirer’s 
characterization of symbolic forms as organs rather than mirrors of 
reality, and building on the discussion of tools and organ-projection
in ‘Form and Technology’, Rosengren outlines a new and experimental
method for making sense of the traces found in the caves. He substanti-
ates his approach by considering a concrete experiment conducted by 
the French cave art specialist Michel Lorblanchet.

Dennis M. Weiss’s essay, ‘Failures of Convergence’, observes that it
is widely suggested today that technology has advanced to the point
where it has the capacity to fundamentally transform the conditions
of human life. Proponents of what has come to be referred to as nano-
bio-info-cogno (NBIC) technologies, predict a soon-to-be future in
which these converging technologies will result in improved human
performance and a golden age of social development that can tran-
scend current crises. Critically appraising these calls for a convergence
of technology on improving human performance, Weiss draws on 
the formative work of Ernst Cassirer on philosophical anthropology,
culture and  technology, and argues that a more adequate account of 
convergence, which addresses the place of the human being in a rap-
idly changing technological environment, must begin from a stance 
that incorporates philosophical anthropology and a critical theory of 
technology. Whereas NBIC convergence provides a framework for the
unity of disciplines predicated on nanotechnology, the unity of nature,
cause-and-effect thinking and a hierarchy of disciplines, Cassirer resists
these kinds of linear, hierarchical and ultimately reductive models. The
crises facing human beings cannot be solved by means of technology
alone. For Cassirer, progress, far from being a scientific task, is an ethical
task and a perpetual one.
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Form and Technology1

Ernst Cassirer

I

If we judge the significance of the individual areas of human culture
primarily by their actual effectiveness, if we determine the value of 
these areas according to the impact of their direct accomplishments, 
there can hardly be any doubt that technology claims the first place
in the construction of our contemporary culture. Likewise, no matter
whether we reproach or praise, exalt or damn this ‘primacy of technol-
ogy’, its pure actuality seems to be beyond question. All the formative
energy in contemporary culture is increasingly concentrated on this one
point. Even the strongest counter-forces to technology, even those 
intellectual forces that are the most distant from technology in their
content and meaning, seem able to actualize themselves only insofar
as they become conjoined with technology and, through this alliance,
become imperceptibly subjected to it. Today many consider this subju-
gation the ultimate goal of modern culture and its inevitable fate. Yet 
even if we think it impossible to constrain or stop this course of things,
a final question remains. It belongs to the essence and determination
of mind2 not to tolerate any external determination. Even where it
entrusts itself to a foreign power and sees its progress determined by it, 
the mind must at least attempt to penetrate the core and meaning of this
determination. Thereby mind reconciles itself with its fate and becomes
free. Even if the mind is not able to repel and conquer the power to
which it is subjected, it nevertheless demands to know this power and
to see it for what it is. If this demand is made in earnest, it does not
possess a purely ‘ideal’ significance and is not limited to the realm of 
‘pure thought’. From the clarity and certainty of seeing follows a new
strength, a power or efficacy, a strength with which mind strikes back 

15



16 Form and Technology

against every external determination, against the mere fatality of matter
and the effects of things. Insofar as mind considers the powers that
seem to determine it externally, this consideration already contains a 
characteristic turning back and turning inward. Instead of grasping out-
wardly at the world of things, it now turns back onto itself. Instead of 
exploring the depths of effects, it returns to itself and, by means of this
concentration, achieves a new strength and depth.

Admittedly, we are today still far away from fulfilling this ideal 
demand, particularly in the realm of technology. A gulf repeatedly 
emerges that separates thinking from doing and knowledge from action. 
If Hegel is correct when he states that the philosophy of an age is noth-
ing more than that very age ‘grasped in thought’, and if this philosophy, 
understood as the concept of the world, only appears after reality has
completed this process of formation and so ‘finished itself’,3 then we
would have to expect that the incomparable development which tech-
nology has undergone over the course of the last century corresponds
to a change in the way we think. However, if we look at philosophy’s 
present situation, this expectation has been only incompletely fulfilled.
Admittedly, from approximately the middle of the nineteenth century 
onwards, problems which had their origins in the area of technology 
have increasingly made their way into abstract ‘philosophical’ examina-
tions, thereby giving them a new goal and direction. Neither the philoso-
phy of science nor value theory has escaped this influence. The theory of 
knowledge, the philosophy of culture and metaphysics all attest to tech-
nology’s breadth and growing power. This relation presents itself most 
clearly in certain currents of the modern theory of knowledge, which
attempt to transform the traditional relationship between ‘theory’ and 
‘praxis’ into its opposite, defining theoretical ‘truth’ merely as a special 
case of ‘utility’. Beyond these properly ‘pragmatic’ trains of thought,
the growing influence of technological concepts and questions on phi-
losophy as a whole is unmistakable. Even modern Lebensphilosophie is 
often subject to it, though Lebensphilosophie believes it takes the most 
vigorous stand against it. It too is not free from the chains it mocks.
But all of these inevitable points of contact between the realms of tech-
nology and philosophy in no way prove that an inner communality is
being initiated and built up between the two. Such a community can 
never result from a mere sum of external ‘influences’, however manifold
and strong we may think them. That philosophy and technology have 
jointly entered into the systems of positivism and empiricism – we need
only think of Mach’s principle of economy as the basis of a theory of 
knowledge – should not be taken as a certification proclaiming a true 
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unification of the two. Such a unification would be reached only if 
philosophy succeeded fulfilling on this point the general function that
it has increasingly fulfilled with ever-greater clarity for the other spheres 
of culture. Since the days of the Renaissance, philosophy has brought
all the powers of modern thought before its forum, questioning them 
about their meaning and right, their origin and validity. This question
of validity, of the quid juris as Kant calls it, is directed to all the formal 
principles of thought; in posing this question, the grounds of their
specific characteristics first become uncovered, their own proper mean-
ing and value discovered and assured. Philosophy has achieved such
assurance, such ‘critical’ consciousness and justification, for mathemat-
ics, the theoretical knowledge of nature, the ‘historical’ world and the
humanities. Although new problems constantly arise here, although the
work of ‘critique’ shall never come to an end, the direction of this work 
has been set since the days of Kant and his founding of ‘transcendental 
philosophy’. Technology, however, has not yet seriously been integrated
within this circle of philosophical self-reflection. Technology still seems
to retain a singularly peripheral character. Even though technology has 
expanded beyond the periphery, genuine knowledge of technology, 
insight into its ‘essence’, has not kept pace. A fundamental motive for 
the inner tension and antagonism found in the formative tendencies
of our epoch lies precisely in this disparity: ‘abstract’ thought is unable 
to penetrate into the core of the technological world. A resolution of 
this tension can never be hoped for or sought by adjusting the extreme
points of the tension or effecting a mere compromise between them.
Rather, a possible unity requires acknowledging that this particular case 
involves more than a mere difference. It is a genuine polarity. This fact
determines the task that philosophy has to fulfil with respect to the cur-
rent development of technology. The task cannot be limited to assigning 
technology a predetermined ‘place’ in the whole of culture and, there-
fore, in systematic philosophy that aims to be the intellectual expression 
of culture. Technology cannot simply be placed next to the other areas 
and entities, such as ‘economics’ and ‘the state’, ‘morality’ and ‘law’, ‘art’
and ‘religion’. In the realm of culture, separate areas never stand simply 
together or next to one another. Here, the  community is never spatially 
static but possesses a dynamic character. One element is found ‘with’
the other only to the extent that both assert themselves in opposition 
to each other and thereby mutually confront and determine each other.
Thus, every introduction of a new element not only widens the scope 
of the mental horizon in which this confrontation takes place, but it 
alters the very mode of seeing. This formative process does not only 
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expand outwardly – it itself undergoes an intensification and heighten-
ing, so that a simultaneous qualitative transformation occurs, a specific
metamorphosis. It is not enough for modern philosophy simply to find
a ‘space’ for technology in the edifice of its doctrine. A space that is cre-
ated in this way will always remain an aggregate space and never become 
a truly systematic one. If philosophy wants to remain loyal to its mis-
sion, if it wants to maintain its privilege, so to speak, of representing the
logical conscience of culture, it must also enquire into the ‘conditions
of the possibility’ of technological efficacy and technological formation, 
just as it enquires into the ‘conditions of the possibility’ of theoretical 
knowledge, language and art. Here too, philosophy will be able to ask 
the question of being and the question of validity only when it has clari-
fied the question of meaning. However, this clarification cannot succeed
so long as one’s observations are limited to the circle of technological 
works, to the region of the effected and created. The world of technology 
remains mute as long as philosophers look at it and investigate it from 
this single point of view. It begins to open up and to divulge its secret
only if we return from the forma formata to the forma formans, from 
that which has become to the very principle of becoming. 

Today the need to return to this principle is felt much more by those 
who work in technological fields and are engaged in its productive
labour than by those who work in systematic philosophy. In technol-
ogy the power of ‘materialistic’ ways of thinking and questioning has
been given up. The search for the purpose and legitimacy of technol-
ogy requires posing this question ever more clearly and ever more
consciously in reference to the ‘idea’ it embodies. ‘The origin of tech-
nology’, as expressed in one of the newest works in the philosophy of 
technology, ‘lies in the idea’.4 To cite another author: ‘We will look at 
technology as the organic partial appearance of a larger phenomenon,
the development of culture itself. We will attempt to understand it as 
the embodied expression, as the historical fulfillment of a basic idea
required for a system of cultural ideas where the tangible material of 
technological creations comes to be inwardly mastered – regardless 
of how varied the expression of the idea is in the battle of motives
and tendencies among those engaged in these activities. The task is to
recognize the transpersonal as an ideal unity  or joint effect that 
determines human actions – not as a kind of blind law, but as some-
thing they freely take up, in order to … become historically effective.’5

Whatever the answer, the question itself is thereby transferred to the
level where all genuine mental decisions belong. The question also leads
the problem back to its initial historical origin and is linked to it in a
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remarkable and surprising way. Just as a modern thinker standing in 
the midst of the concrete technological forms of life comes to see the
crux of the problem, so too the discoverer of the ‘idea’ and the ‘world
of ideas’ conceived it over 2,000 years ago. When Plato develops the
relationship between ‘idea’ and ‘appearance’ and seeks to justify it sys-
tematically, he does not seek to ground it in the shapes of nature but
in the products and organization of te¢xnh.6 The art of the ‘craftsman’, 
the ‘demiurge’, provides him with one of the great motifs with which
he represents the meaning of the idea. According to Plato, this art is no
mere imitation of something that is already simply present. This art
is possible only on the basis of a prototype and archetype to which
the artist looks in his creative work. The artist who first invented the
loom did not initially find it as something given in the sensible world;
rather, he introduced it into the sensible world by looking towards
its form and purpose, to its eidos and telos. Today, the constructor of 
the loom still looks to the form. For instance, if a loom is broken and a
new one must be constructed, the broken loom is not used as a model 
and pattern; rather, what gives direction to the constructor’s new work 
is his gaze upon the original form as exhibited in the mind of the first
inventors. Thus, this general form, not an individual thing existing in
the sensible world, constitutes the actual ‘being’ of the loom.7 Is it a
coincidence, then, that this basic tenet of Platonism is also increasingly
asserting itself in contemporary reflections on the meaning of technol-
ogy? Dessauer, for example, remarks that, ‘from a higher sphere of 
reality and power, through the mind and hands of the technician and
worker, an immense stream of experience and power descends into 
earthly existence. A spiritual stream pours into the chaotic material 
world, and everyone, from the creator to the final worker, takes part:
all are recipients.’ Similarly, Max Eyth argues that, ‘Technology is every-
thing which gives the human will an embodied form. Here, human willing
coincides with the human mind, which contains an unending number
of life-externalizations and life-possibilities. Technology, despite being
bound to the material world, also received something of the bound-
lessness of the pure life of mind.’8 Such remarks clearly illustrate that
modern attempts to make sense of the basis and essence of technology
are no longer satisfied to view it merely as an ‘applied natural science’
which is somehow harnessed and captured in the concepts and catego-
ries of natural science. What is sought, rather, is technology’s relation to
cultural life in its totality and universality. This relation, however, is to 
be found only when we focus on the concept of form rather than the
concept of being as understood in the natural sciences, and when we
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reflect on the ground and origin of the concept of form, its content
and meaning. The concept of form first opens the expanses of thought
to us and determines the horizons of the mind for us.9 If, instead of 
beginning from the existence of technological objects, we were to begin
from technological efficacy and shift our gaze from the mere product to
the mode and type of production and to the lawfulness revealed in it,
then technology would lose the narrow, limited and fragmentary char-
acter that otherwise seems to adhere to it. Technology adapts itself – not 
directly in its end result but with a view to its task and  problematic –
into a comprehensive circle of enquiry within which its specific import
and particular mental tendency can be determined.

In order to penetrate this circle and truly grasp its core, another
fundamental and purely methodological reflection is needed. The
particular character of the question of meaning that confronts us
here repeatedly threatens to become obscure; its borders repeatedly
threaten to become blurred because of other motives that not only join
it but also gradually and imperceptible lead to its displacement. Such
a displacement has already occurred if we believe that the question of 
meaning can be equated with the question of value – and that such
a starting point can bring about a genuine solution to the question. In 
this identification of ‘meaning’ and ‘value’, a deferral of the problem
has already taken place. Admittedly, this logical lacuna not only goes
unnoticed inasmuch as it is found in connection to the problem being
investigated here, it also pervades the whole expanse of the ‘philosophy
of culture’ and spans the totality of its tasks. So often in the history of 
thought, the ‘transcendental’ question is posed about the ‘possibility’
of culture, its conditions and principles; but rarely has this question
been held onto and explored with great acuity, especially concerning 
its pure essence. It constantly flits away in two different directions: the
question concerning cultural achievement has been subordinated to
the question concerning its content. While we might like to measure
this achievement according to different mental dimensions, this would
not rectify the mistake already committed in the first formulation of 
the problem, no matter how high or how low we might estimate it. This
state of affairs already emerges with the first real ‘critic’ of modern cul-
ture, Rousseau. When Rousseau placed the intellectual culture of his
time before the real questions of conscience and destiny, the framing 
of his question was dictated by external sources, the competition spon-
sored by the Academy of Dijon in 1750. The question was whether the
rebirth of the Arts and Sciences had contributed to the ethical perfection
of humanity (‘Si le rétablissement des sciences et des arts a contribué à épurer 
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les mœurs’).10 In the mind of Rousseau, which was in accord with the 
basic orientation of Enlightenment ethics, this perfection was reached
by fulfilling desire and enjoying a standard of ‘happiness’ won through
humankind’s transition from the state of ‘nature’ to that of culture.
‘Happiness’ and ‘perfection’ are the two dimensions within which he
seeks the answer to his problem. They provide the standards by which
his responses are to be adjudicated. It was not until German Idealism
that a crucial turn was brought about; German Idealism was the first to 
pose the ‘question of essence’ with great acuity and clarity, disengaging
it from the additional questions of happiness and moral ‘perfection’.
Thus, for instance, in the Critique of Judgment the realm of thet beauti-
ful could be philosophically justified through the  autonomy – the self-
legislation and self-signification – of the beautiful, which is discovered 
and guaranteed in opposition to the feelings of pleasure and displeasure
as well as the norms and rules of the ethical ‘ought’. If we turn to the
realm of technology and to the ever-intensifying struggle that goes on
within it in order to understand its specific meaning and content, we
discover that the struggle remains for the most part at a preliminary 
stage, a stage the other areas of culture have long since passed through.
We may bless technology or curse it, we may admire it as one of the 
greatest possessions of the age or lament its necessity and depravity – in
judgements such as these, a measure is applied to it that does not origi-
nate from it. Consciously or unconsciously, purposes are ascribed to it 
that are foreign to technology’s pure formative will and power. And yet 
an authentic judgement can come only from within technology itself,
that is, only from insight into its own inherent, immanent law. The
philosophy of technology, at least, is tied to this demand. Admittedly, 
philosophy also confronts the contents of culture not only by observing
and testing them but also by judging them. It does not want to merely
know them, but also to acknowledge and dismiss, judge and assess,
decide upon and direct them. This philosophy can and must do. Its
intellectual conscience, however, forbids it to make a judgement before
it has penetrated into the essence of that which is being judged, grasp-
ing it on its own terms. This freedom of the philosophical gaze, how-
ever, can hardly ever be found in modern apologies for technology and
in the attacks and accusations that are directed against it. Again we are
tempted to employ the maxim that Spinoza formulated in his politi-
cal philosophy for both the accused as well as the plaintiff: ‘[N]on ridere,
non lugere, neque detestari; sed intelligere.’11 The determination of ‘being’
and ‘being-such-and-such’, the consideration of what technology is,
must precede the judgement of its value. Here arises a new dilemma: the 
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‘being’ of technology permits itself to be grasped and represented in no
other way than in its activity. It appears only in its function. It consists
neither in its external appearance nor in what it externalizes; rather, it 
consists in the manner and direction of the externalization itself,
in the formative impulse and process, which this externalization is
subject to. Thus, being can become visible only in becoming, work can
become visible only in energy – and this particular difficulty clears the
way and indicates the direction for further consideration. Exactly here
at this point, the affinity and internal connections that exist between
technology and the pure form and principle of other basic powers of 
culture become clear, no matter how different they may be with respect 
to their content. What Humboldt has said and proven for language is 
also valid for these other powers: the genuine conceptual determina-
tion, the only true ‘definition’ that can be given for these powers, is a
genetic one. They can and must not be understood as a ‘dead product’
but as a way and basic direction of production. It is from within
this intellectual perspective that we should enquire into the essence of 
technology. Goethe says that when a human being acts meaningfully,
he always and simultaneously acts as a law-maker. It belongs to the
essential task of philosophy to penetrate into this human law-giving, to
gauge its unity and internal differences, its universality and differentia-
tion. Only through such a comprehensive endeavour can we obtain a 
secure basis for a detailed judgement; only then can we hope to obtain 
a norm raised above all merely subjective expressions of praise and rep-
rimand, favour and displeasure, seizing instead the genuinely objective
‘form’ of the perceived object in its nature and in its necessity.

II

Max Eyth, one of the most enthusiastic and eloquent pioneers of 
the cultural autonomy of technology, begins his lecture ‘Poetry and
Technology’ from the known kinship between the function of technol-
ogy and the function of language:

Two things essentially distinguish animals from human beings, 
understood from the perspective of their external appearance: the
word and the tool. The ability to create words and tools has ... made
the human being out of the animal. How these abilities have come 
into the world will undoubtedly remain an eternal puzzle that no 
theory of evolution will be capable of solving, because they originate
in a wellspring from which no animal … has ever drunk. Both abili-
ties were imperative for the survival of the human being in a hostile 
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world in which he, physically more helpless, weaker, and less resist-
ant than most animals, would undoubtedly have quickly perished.
What saved him … in the sphere of knowledge was language; in the
sphere of ability, the tool … The power that turned the mere defense-
less human being into the sovereign over every living thing on Earth 
rests on knowledge and ability, on the word and the tool ... In pre-
historic times, far from the beginnings of culture, the tool undoubt-
edly played the primary role in the formation of human existence ... 
Later … a decisive alteration in the relationship between word and 
tool emerged. Language, just because it can speak, knew how to cre-
ate for itself an outstanding, one could even say unwarranted, sig-
nificance. For mankind, mute tools were increasingly relegated to the
background. Knowledge was master and ability served. This relation
continued to intensify and has continued to be accepted until now. 
Today we stand amid a fierce struggle that is endeavoring, if not to 
alter, then to return the relation of the two to its proper foundation. 
In its growing domination, language … exalted its unwarranted claim 
to be the only ‘tool of the mind’. … In general, language believes this
still today. Concerning the ‘tool of the mind’, language forgets the 
mental aspect of the physical tool. Both word and tool are a product
of the same fundamental mental force that has made the animal 
‘homo’ into the human being, ‘homo sapiens’, as it is called by the
scholars who, of course, allude only to the human being’s knowledge 
and forget the skill that has rendered all his knowledge possible.12

I have singled out these sentences by a technician and a thinker of tech-
nology because a real philosophical problem is hidden in the parallel
asserted here between language and tools. It is not merely wit, or an
external analogy, that brings together language and tools and attempts 
to understand them by one principle. The idea of such an essential
relation was not foreign to the first ‘philosophers of language’ within
the sphere of our European thought. They did not believe that words
and language were primarily means of representation, means for the
description of external reality. Rather, they saw in language a means 
for the making of reality. For them, language became a weapon and
tool human beings employed in order to compete in the struggle with
nature and with their peers in social and political conflict.13 ‘Logos’ 
itself, as the expression of the particular mental nature of the human
being, appears here to have an ‘instrumental’ as well as a ‘theoretical’ 
meaning. Yet implicitly contained in this is the counter-thesis that the 
potency of logos also resides in every simple material tool, in every
application of a material thing that serves the human will. Thus, the 
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determination of human essence, the definition of the human being,
develops in this twofold direction. The human being is a ‘rational’ being 
in the sense that ‘reason’ comes from language and is insolubly bound
to it; ratio and oratio, speaking and thinking, become interchange-
able concepts. At the same time, and no less originally, man appears 
as a technological, a tool-forming being: ‘a tool-making animal’,14 to 
employ Benjamin Franklin’s words. The power with which man
asserts himself against external reality, and by virtue of which he first 
gains an intellectual image of this reality, is determined by these two
sides of his essence. All mental handling of reality is bound to this dou-
ble act of ‘grasping’ – ‘comprehending’ reality in linguistic-theoretical
thought and ‘gripping onto it’ through the medium of efficacy. This 
is true for both mental and technological forming.

In both cases it is essential to guard against a misunderstanding in 
order to penetrate into the actual sense of this forming. The ‘form’ of 
the world, whether in thought or action, whether in language or in
effective activity, is not simply received and accepted by the human 
being; rather, it must be ‘built’ by him. In this respect, thinking and 
doing are originally united, they both stem from this common root
of forming gestalts, gradually unfolding and branching off from it.
Wilhelm von Humboldt15 has shown this basic relationship in lan-
guage. He demonstrates how the act of speaking is never a mere receiv-
ing of the object, a reception of the existing form of the object in the I.
Rather, it contains in itself a real act of world-creation, the raising-up of 
the world to form. The notion that different languages only denote the
same mass, independent of the objects and concepts available to them,
is, for Humboldt, truly pernicious for the study of language. This view
masks that which constitutes language’s genuine meaning and values.
It conceals language’s creative role in the laying out, production and 
securing of the concrete view of the world. The difference among lan-
guages is not a difference between sounds and signs. Rather, it is ‘a dif-
ference of world views’.16 Correctly understood, what is said here about
the use of language also holds for each use of the material tool, however
elementary and ‘primitive’. Here, too, that which is crucial is never
found in the material goods that are gained through it, in the quantita-
tive expansion of the sphere of influence through which, little by little,
one part of external reality after another is submitted to the will of the
human being. The will that initially seemed limited by its proximity to
the human body, to the movement of its own limbs, gradually explodes
and breaks through all spatial and temporal barriers. In the end, this
overcoming would be fruitless if it contained and dragged along with it
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only new world-matter. Here, a more genuine and greater profit lies in
the gaining of ‘form’, in the fact that the expansion of efficacy brings
about a change in its qualitative meaning, creating the possibility of 
a new aspect of the world. Efficacy, in its continuous increase, in its
expansion and intensification, would finally have to be recognized as
powerless, as internally aimless and weak, if an inner transformation, an 
ideal turn in its meaning, were not simultaneously being prepared and
constantly carried out. What philosophy is able to achieve for technol-
ogy, for its understanding and legitimacy in thought, is the demonstra-
tion of this turn in meaning. To do this, philosophy must grasp deep 
into the past. It must seek to penetrate back to when the secret of the
‘form’ first opens itself to the human being, when it begins to rise up in
thought and deed – in order, admittedly, to cloak itself just as much as 
to reveal itself – so as to exhibit itself only as in a puzzling mist, in the 
‘twilight of the idols’ of the magical-mythical worldview.

If we compare the worldview of various so-called civilized cultures to
indigenous tribes, the deep opposition that exists between them reveals
itself perhaps no more sharply than in the direction the human will
adopts in order to become master over nature and gradually to take
possession of it. A type of magical desire and efficacy confronts tech-
nological will and accomplishment. People have sought to derive this
original opposition from the totality of differences that exists between
the world of civilized people and indigenous people. Humans from an
earlier time are distinguished from those of a later time, just as magic 
is distinguished from technology. The former may be denoted as homo
divinans  and the latter as homo faber . The whole development of 
humanity presents itself, then, as a completed process containing innu-
merable intermediary forms, through which the human being moves 
from the initial stage of homo divinans to the stage of homo faber. If we
accept this distinction that Danzel has forcefully maintained and car-
ried through in Kultur und Religion des primitiven Menschen,17 we haven’t 
reached a solution to the problem. We have only formulated it. For it 
would only be an assertion and extrapolation if ethnology, from which 
this distinction originates, attempts to explain it by attributing to ‘magi-
cal’ man a predominance of ‘subjective’ determinations and motives
more than purely ‘objective’ ones. The worldview of homo divinans is
supposed to come about through the projection of his condition onto
reality; he sees in the external world what is going on within himself.
Inner processes that take place entirely within the soul are transferred
outside of the human body. Drives and wilful movements are inter-
preted as strengths that intervene directly into events,  steering and 
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altering them. However, from a purely logical perspective this expla-
nation is marred by a petitio principii – it confuses that which is
to be explained with the ground of explanation. When we reproach
indigenous peoples for ‘confusing’ the objective and subjective, for
letting the borders of both areas flow into one another, we are speak-
ing from the standpoint of our theoretical observation of the world 
founded on the principle of ‘cause’, on the category of causality as the
condition of experience and the objects of experience. These borders
are not ‘in themselves’ objectively before us; rather, they must first be
set down and secured, they must first be erected by mental labour. 
The manner of setting these borders takes place differently according to
the position in which mind finds itself and according to the direction
in which it moves. Every transition from one posture and direction to
another always ends in a new ‘orientation’, a new proportion between 
the ‘I’ and ‘reality’. Thus, the relation between both is not set down
as unique and unambiguous from the beginning. It first comes to be
because of the manifold ideal processes of ‘mutual differentiation and
determination’, as in myth and religion, language and art, science and
the different basic forms of ‘theoretical’ conduct in general. For human
beings, a fixed relation of subject and object according to which they 
conduct themselves does not exist from the beginning. Rather, in the
entirety of a human being’s activity, in the entirety of his bodily and his 
psycho-spiritual activities, there first arises knowledge of both subject
and object; the horizon of the ‘I’ first separates itself from that of real-
ity.18 There is no solid, static relation between them from the outset.
There is, as it were, a fluctuating movement of back and forth. From this 
movement a form gradually crystallizes in which the human being first 
grasps his own being as well as the being of objects.

If we apply this general insight to the problem that is present here,
we see that the human being, in his magical and technological activity,
does not already have a determined form of the world. He must instead
search for this form and find it in various ways. The way he finds it
depends on the dynamic principle that the general movement of mind 
follows. If we assume that the principle of ‘causality’ and the question
concerning the ‘ground’ of being and the ‘causes’ of events already
prevail in the magical view of nature, the partition between magic and
science falls away. In his work The Magic Art, James Georget Frazer, 
one of the best specialists on magical phenomena, expressly draws this
conclusion in his attempt to lay out completely the factual sphere of 
the magical arts. At the same time, he links a certain theory about the 
meaning and origin of magic to his description of this factual sphere.
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On Frazer’s account, magic amounts to nothing other and nothing less 
than the beginnings of ‘experimental physics’. In magic, the human
first perceives objective being and happening, which are ordered
according to fixed rules. The course of things now appears to him as a 
closed nexus, a chain of ‘causes’ and ‘effects’ in which no supernatural 
power can arbitrarily intervene. According to Frazer, it is here that the 
world of magic is clearly separated from the religious world. In the
religious outlook, the human is subjected to a foreign power to which
he entrusts the whole of his being. Here there is still no fixed natural
course, for the world still does not have its own gestalt and its own
power; it is a plaything in the hands of superior transcendent powers. It 
is, however, just this basic view against which the magic worldview pro-
tests. It grasps nature as a strictly determined sequence of events and
seeks to penetrate into the essence of this determination. It knows no
coincidence. It rises to the conception of a strict uniformity of events.
And, in this way, it achieves, in contrast to religion, the first stage of sci-
entific knowledge of the world. Magic admittedly differs from science in
its result but not in its principle and its problem. This is the case because
the principle ‘like causes, like effects’ governs it as well, giving it its gen-
erally apparent character. That it is not able to employ this principle in
the same sense as the theoretical science of nature is not, according to
Frazer, due to a logical reason but only to a factual one. It is ‘primitive’
not in its form of thought but in the measure and the security of its
knowledge content. The circle of observation is too narrow, the nature
of observation too fluctuating and uncertain, for it to be able to erect
truly durable empirical laws. The consciousness, however, of lawfulness 
as such has been awakened in it and is tightly and steadfastly held onto
by it. Thus in the end, Frazer sees in both basic forms of magic nothing
other than the applications and variation of the ‘scientific’ principle of 
causality, which he understands and expounds here in accordance with
the views of English empiricism: ‘sympathetic’ magic and ‘homoeo-
pathic’ or ‘imitative’ magic are both founded on the fundamental laws
of ideal association that rule over all causal thinking. In the case of the
former it results in the law of ‘association by similarity’ and in the case
of the latter it results in the law of ‘association by contact’ and becomes
the guiding principle of theoretical and practical activity.19

The flaw in Frazer’s theory, which is endorsed by a great number 
of ethological researchers, can be stated as follows: it awards magical
activity a significance and ascribes to it an achievement that is reserved 
for technological activity. Magic may differ from religion insofar 
as the human being is able to escape the merely passive relationship
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to nature – that is, he no longer receives the world as the mere gift of 
a superior divine power but wants to take possession of it and stamp
it with a determined form. But the manner of this appropriation is
entirely different from the appropriation carried out by technologi-
cal efficacy and in scientific thinking. The magical human being, the
homo divinans, believes in a certain sense in the omnipotence of the ‘I’. 
However, this omnipotence expresses itself only in the force of a wish .
Reality is not able to withdraw from wishing in its highest intensifica-
tion and potency; it is connected and subjected to it. The success of a
particular act is linked to reality in the following way: the goal of the
action is precisely anticipated in the imagination, and the resulting
image of this goal is worked on and held to with great intensity. All 
‘real’ actions, if they are to be successful, need such a magical prepara-
tion and anticipation. Warring or raiding, fishing or hunting, can suc-
ceed only if every phase is magically anticipated in the right way and 
at the same time ‘rehearsed’.20 Already in the magical worldview, the
human being tears himself away from the immediate presence of things
and builds his own kingdom with which he reaches out into the future.
However, if in a certain sense he is freed from the power of immediate
sensation, then he has only exchanged it for the immediacy of desire.
In this immediacy, he believes he is able to seize reality directly and 
to conquer it. The totality of magical practices is, so to speak, simply
the laying out, the progressive unfolding of the desired image that the
mind carries within itself of the goal to be reached. The simple, ever
more intense repetition of this goal is already regarded as the way
that must inevitably lead to it. Herein originate the two archetypes of 
magic: word-magic and image-magic. Word and image, then, are the
two ways in which the human being handles a non-present thing as 
present – by which he, as it were, sets something wished and longed for
before himself, in order, in this very act of ‘imagination’, to enjoy and
to make it his own. That which is spatially remote and temporally dis-
tant is ‘called forth’ in speech or is ‘imagined’ and ‘prefigured’. Already
here, the regnum hominis21 is sought-after, though it slips away at once 
and dissolves into a mere idol. Undoubtedly, magic is not merely a way
of world-apprehension, but contains within it real seeds of world-
formation. But the medium in which it moves does not let these seeds
develop, for the reality of experience is still not seen in its order and
rules. It is enveloped more densely into a simple, wishful dream that
conceals its own form. Moreover, this accomplishment of ‘subjectivity’
is not to be assessed in an exclusively negative fashion, for it is already
a first and, in a certain sense, a crucial step. The human being does not
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simply abandon and submit himself to an impression of things, to their
mere ‘givenness’, but changes them, letting a world be generated out of 
himself. When he is no longer satisfied by mere existence, he demands
to be a something and to be different. However, this first active direc-
tion in which the world of being faces the world of doing still lacks the
means of actuation. Because the will jumps directly towards its goal in
the magical identification of ‘I’ and ‘world’, no true mutual determina-
tion between them occurs. For every such confrontation calls for prox-
imity as well as distance, empowerment as well as relinquishment, the
force of grasping but also the force of keeping something remote.

It is precisely this double process revealed in technological activ-
ity that differentiates it from magical activity. Here, the power of the
will replaces the power of mere desire. This will reveals itself not only
in the force of the forward-driving impulse but also in the way in which
this impulse is led and mastered. It reveals itself not only in the ability
to seize its goal but also in the particular ability to distance the goal
from it and to leave it at this distance, letting it stand there. It is only
this letting-stand of the goal that makes an ‘objective’ sense perception
possible, a sense perception of the world as a world of ‘objects’. For the 
will, the object is just as much the guiding principle and thread that first
gives it its determination and its solidity, as it is the limit of the will, its
counterpart and its resistance. The strength of the will first grows and
becomes stronger on the strength of its limit. The will can never succeed
in its application simply by making itself stronger. Success demands that
the will intervene in an originally foreign order and that it know and
recognize this order as such. This knowing is at the same time a mode of 
recognition. Nature is not, as in magic, merely repressed by desiring and
imagining. Rather, its own independent being is acknowledged. And the
true victory of thought is only achieved in this self-modesty. ‘Natura … 
non nisi parendo vincitur’:22 victory over nature is only achieved through
obedience to it. By means of this obedience, which lets nature prevail
and no longer seeks to captivate and subjugate it magically, a new 
gestalt – in a purely ‘theoretical’ sense – of the world emerges. Human 
beings no longer attempt to make reality amenable to their desires with
various methods of magic and enchantment. They take it as an inde-
pendent and characteristic ‘structure’. In this way, nature has ceased to
be an amorphous material that yields to every metamorphosis and, in 
the end, allows itself to be forced into any gestalt through the power of 
magical words and images. In place of magical compulsion, the ‘discov-
ery’ of nature emerges, which is  contained in all technological activity,
no matter how simple and  primitive the application of the tool may be. 
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This discovery is a disclosure; it is the grasping and the making one’s 
own of an essential connection that previously lay hidden. Thus only
here are the fullness and limitless changes of the gestalts of the magical-
mythical world traced back to a determined, standard measure. Yet, on 
the other hand, reality does not become rigid through a reduction to 
its inner relation of measure; its inner mobility has been preserved and
has lost nothing of its ‘plasticity’. However, this plasticity, this ‘form-
ability’, is now set as if in a fixed intellectual framework limited by cer-
tain rules of the ‘possible’. This objective possibility now appears as the
border where the omnipotence of desire and affective fantasy are placed. 
In place of merely libidinous desire, there first emerges a genuine, con-
scious wilful relationship – a relationship in which ruling and serving, 
demanding and obeying, victory and submission are united. In such a
mutual determination, a new meaning of the ‘I’ and a new meaning of 
the world are grasped. The arbitrariness, self-will and obstinacy of the 
I withdraw, and insofar as this happens the proper meaning of Dasein 
and happening, reality as cosmos – as order and form – stand out.

To make this clear, we need not look at the complete unfolding and 
present structure of technology. A basic circumstance presents itself 
in the most ordinary and inconspicuous phenomena, in the first and 
simplest beginnings of tool-use, more clearly than in almost all the mar-
vels of modern technology. Already here we penetrate, from a purely
philosophical perspective, into the core of the problem. Although
the distance between the most cumbersome and imperfect tools we use
and the results and achievements of technological execution appears
vast, at least with respect to their content, if we focus on the princi-
ple of action, we find that the gap is much smaller than the gulf that
separates the first invention and application of the crudest tool from
mere animal behaviour. It would not be an exaggeration to say that
the transition to the first tool not only contains the seeds of a new 
mastery of the world, but also a turning point in knowledge. The
mode of action established here grounds and steadies, for the first time,
a type of mediacy that belongs to the essence of thought. In its pure
logical form, all thought is mediated. It is directed to the discovery and
extraction of a mediating structure, which joins the opening sentence
and the ending sentence of a communicative chain. The tool fulfils the
same function, represented here in the logical sphere, in the objective
sphere of physical objects. It is grasped, as it were, in objective sense
perception; it is not merely the ‘terminus medius ’23 of thinking. It 
sets itself between the first positions taken by the will and its goal.
Only in this in-between position is it permitted to separate them and
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set them at a proper  distance. As long as the human being makes use 
only of his limbs, his bodily ‘organs’, in order to achieve his goals, such
distancing is not yet reached. Admittedly, he effectively acts on 
his environment. But there is a great distance between this work and
the knowledge of this very efficacy. Whereas all human doing is
absorbed in apprehending the world, human beings cannot yet com-
prehend it as such, because they cannot yet conceive of it as an objec-
tive gestalt, as a world of objects. The elementary taking-possession-of,
immediate physical seizing, is not a constructive grasping. It does not 
lead to a building up in the region of sense perception or in the region 
of thought. In the tool and its application, however, the goal sought-
after is for the first time moved off into the distance. Instead of looking
spellbound at this goal, the human being learns to ‘fore-see’ it. This
‘fore-seeing’ becomes both means and condition for attaining the goal.
This form of seeing is all that distinguishes human intentional doing
from animal instinct. This ‘fore-seeing’ establishes ‘fore-thought’. It
establishes the possibility of directing attention to a goal, towards 
something spatially absent and temporally remote, rather than acting
on an immediately given sensuous stimulus. It is not so much because
animals are inferior to the human in bodily skill. But because this l ine 
of sight is denied to animals, there is no genuine tool use in the area
of animal existence.24 And it is also from this line of sight that there
first arises the thought of causal connection in the strict sense of the
word. If one takes the concept of causality so loosely that it can be
present wherever spatial and temporal co-extension connects through
mere ‘association’, then the origin of this concept must be considered
to be much earlier. There is no doubt that association is present in the 
magical act and that the magical world is pervaded by it. Frazer fol-
lows this view of causality when he subordinates the world of magic to
the principle of causality, when he sees in magic the true beginning of 
‘experimental physics’.25 But another picture – and judgement – of the
logical connections and differences between the basic forms of world
understanding emerges if we take the concept of causality in the sharper
and stricter sense Kant gave to it in his criticism of Hume’s theory of 
causality. The main focus of this critique lies in the proof that it is in 
no way the mere ‘habitual’ connection but the thought of a ‘necessary’ 
connection that determines the nucleus of the concept of causality
as a category of the ‘pure understanding’. And the correctness of this
notion is to be sought-after and proven by showing that, without it, the
relation of our ideas to an object would not be possible. The concept
of causality belongs to the original forms of synthesis, which alone
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make it possible to give ideas an object. It is, as the condition of the
possibility of experience, the condition of possibility of the objects of 
experience. The mythical-magical world still knows nothing about a 
sense of causality that both constructs and renders possible the sphere
of objects, making them accessible to thought. For the mythical-magical
world, the whole of nature is similarly broken into a play of forces, into
actions and reactions. These forces, however, are of the sort that the 
human being lives with and experiences in his immediate drives. They
are personal, demonic-divine powers that direct and determine events,
and whose participation human beings must secure in order to influ-
ence these events. With the creation of the tool and by means of its
regular use, the limits of this type of representation were first breached.
Here we encounter the ‘twilight of the gods’ of the magical-mythical
world. Only here does the notion of causality emerge from the limita-
tions of ‘inner experience’, from being bound to the subjective feelings
of the will. It becomes a bond that joins pure objective determinations
together and sets down a fixed rule for their mutual dependence. The
tool no longer belongs immediately, like the body and its limbs, to the 
human being. The tool signifies something detached from its imme-
diate being and becomes something that exists in itself, a continued 
existence that can far outlast the life of the individual human being.
This kind of ‘thing-hood’, this ‘reality’, does not, however, now stand 
alone; it is truly real only in and through the effects it wields on other
beings. These beings are not simply joined externally to the tool. They
belong to its particular essence. The perception of a particular tool, for 
instance the perception of an axe or a hammer, never exhausts itself 
in the perception of a thing with particular characteristics, of materials
with certain qualities. Here, its use – its function – becomes apparent
in its very stuff. The form of its activity comes to be in ‘matter’. They
are not separated from one another but are apprehended and compre-
hended as an insoluble unity. The object is determined as something
only insofar as it is for something. This is because in the world of tools 
there are no mere things with properties. There are only ensembles of 
‘vector-magnitudes’, to use a mathematical expression. Although every
being is determined here in-itself, it is, at the same time, the expression
of a particular activity to be performed. And in the perception of this 
activity, a fundamentally new direction of seeing opens up for the
human being: the perception of ‘objective causality’.

Of course, when we consider this achievement, we should bear in
mind that the gap between the two different aspects of the world
confronting one another cannot be jumped over all at once. The
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distance between the two poles continues to exist and can be traversed
only step by step. Long after the human mind has produced, in both
language and tools, the most important means of its liberation, these
methods still appear enveloped in the magical-mythical atmosphere
which it is supposed to overcome in its final and highest development.26

The world of language, like that of tools, is in no way immediately com-
prehended as the creation of the human mind, but rather as the effi-
cacy of foreign and superior forces. The demonic character that belongs
to the mythical conception as such also includes these two worlds and
at first threatens to draw them completely under its spell. The totality
of language and tools appear as a kind of pandemonium. Originally, 
language is not the means of a matter-of-fact presentation, a medium
for the exchange of information that serves to bring about reciprocal,
logical understanding. The more we attempt to return to the ‘origins’ of 
language, the more its purely ‘objective’ character is lost. Herder says
that the oldest dictionary and grammar of humanity were nothing more 
than a ‘pantheon of tones’, a realm consisting less of things and their 
names than of animate, acting beings. The same held for the first and
most primitive tools. They too are regarded as ‘given from above’ as gifts
from a god or saviour. They are worshipped as divine. The Eweer tribe in 
South Togo still regards the blacksmith’s hammer as a mighty deity, to
which they pray and offer sacrifice. The traces of this feeling can be seen
in the great cultural religions.27 But this awe subsides. The mythical dark-
ness that still surrounds the tool gradually begins to clear to the degree
that they are not only used but also, through this very use, continually 
transformed. So the human becomes increasingly conscious of being
a free sovereign in the realm of tools. Through the power of the tool 
the tool-users come, at the same time, to view themselves differently, 
now as the administrator and producer of the tool. ‘The human being
experiences and enjoys nothing’, says Goethe, ‘without at the same
time being productive. This is the innermost quality of human nature.
We can even say without exaggeration that it is human nature itself.’28

This basic force of the human being reveals itself perhaps nowhere as
clearly as in the sphere of the tool. The human works with it only
insofar as he, in some way, even if initially with only modest results, 
works on it. It is not merely his means for transforming the objective 
world – in the process of the objective world’s metamorphosis the tool
itself undergoes a transformation and moves from place to place. And 
in this change the human now experiences a progressive increase, a 
peculiar strengthening of his self-consciousness. A new world-attitude
and a new world-mood now announce themselves over and against
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the mythical-religious worldview. The human being now stands at that 
great turning point in his destiny and self-knowledge that Greek myth
embodied in Prometheus. Titanic pride and consciousness of freedom
confront fear and reverence for demons and gods. The divine fire is
wrested away from the seat of the immortals and placed in the sphere
of the human being, in his home and hearth. The world of desire and
dreams in which magic had enveloped the human being is destroyed.
Man sees himself led into a new reality that receives him with a serious-
ness, and severity, and necessity that obliterates all his desires. However, 
if he cannot escape this necessity, and he is no longer able to control
the world according to his desires, he now learns to master it increas-
ingly with his will. He no longer attempts to control its course; he falls
into line with the iron law of nature. But this law does not enclose him
like the walls of a prison. By means of this law, he tests and wins a new 
freedom. For reality shows itself, regardless of its strict and irrevocable
order, not as an essentially rigid existence but rather as a modifiable,
malleable material. Its gestalt is not complete. Rather, it offers human
will and initiative enormous latitude for action. And it is by moving
about in this space, in the whole of that which is achieved through his
work – and through which his work first becomes possible – that the 
human progressively builds up his world, his horizon of ‘objects’, and
the concept of his own essence. He now sees himself expelled from that
magical realm of immediate wish-fulfilment that magic has enticingly
placed before him. He is expelled onto a limitless path of creative work 
that promises him no essential goal, no more final stop or resting point.
However, in lieu of all this, a new determination of value and meaning 
is now established for his consciousness: the genuine ‘purpose’ of action
is no longer measured by what it brings about and finally achieves;
rather, it is the pure form of doing, the type and direction of the produc-
tive force as such, that determines this purpose.

III

The indispensable participation of technological creation with the con-
quest, securing and consolidation of the world of ‘objective’ sense per-
ception has become clearer through the preceding observations. It has
become increasingly clear that a certain misgiving not only threatens to 
problematize the value of technological achievements but also to turn
them directly into their opposite. Is not what was regarded here as the
authentic achievement of technology nothing other than the basic
evil from which it suffers? Does not this increased  accessibility to the
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world of objects at the same time necessarily result in the alienation 
of human beings from their own essence, from what they originally
are and what they originally feel? With the first step into the world 
of facts that technological work secures and constructs for him, the
human being also appears to be subjected to the law, to the brute force
of factual matters. And is this brutality not the strongest enemy of the
inner life enclosed in his I, in the being of his soul? All technology is a 
creation of mind; mind can only ground its own mastery in this way,
because it conquers all powers that find themselves enclosed upon it,
despotically holding them down. To become master, it must not only
restrict the free realm of the soul, it must also deny and destroy it. No 
compromise is possible in this conflict. Mind, whose goal and power
emerges in technology, is the irreconcilable opponent of the soul. And, 
as it progressively alienates the human being from his own centre of 
life, the same thing occurs concerning the human relationship to the
whole of nature – insofar as this is not taken in one of the senses already
distorted by technology, insofar as it is not thought of as a mere mecha-
nism obeying general laws, but rather felt in its organic peculiarity and
in its organic fullness of life. The more the power of technology grew
within the circles of modern culture, the more passionately and more
inexorably relentless did philosophy levy this complaint and accusation
against it. As Ludwig Klages, the most eloquent and radical proponent
of this fundamental idea, writes: ‘Whereas all living creatures except for
human beings beat with the rhythm of cosmic life, the human being
has severed the law of spirit from this. What appears to him, the bearer 
of I-consciousness, in light of the superiority of anticipatory thinking
over the world, appears to metaphysicians, when they penetrate suffi-
ciently deeply, in light of the enslavement of life under the servitude of 
concepts. [The human being] has himself fallen out with the planet that
bore and nurtured him, even with the cycle of change of all heavenly
bodies, because he is possessed by this vampiric and soul-destroying
power.’29

We miss the actual meaning of these accusations if we believe our-
selves able to moderate or overcome them by simply remaining here 
with the observation of the appearances, with the bare effects. Here
it does not suffice to compare the pernicious effects of the rational-
technological stance, which are perfectly clear, with other pleasant and
beneficial consequences, drawing an acceptable or favourable balance
out of this comparison by a ‘hedonistic calculus’. For the question is not
directed to the consequences but to the ground, not to the events but to 
the functions. It is from such observation and analysis of function that 
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the critique of a determined cultural content and cultural domain must
begin. In the centre of this critique there must always stand the question 
about the human being himself, about his meaning and ‘determina-
tion’. In this sense, Schiller, standing at the apex of a particular epoch 
of aesthetic-humanist culture, poses the question about the significance
and value of the ‘aesthetic’. And he answers this question by saying 
that art is not a mere possession and it is no less a mere performance 
or act of the human being; rather, it must be understood as a neces-
sary path towards becoming human and as a particular phase along
this path. It is not the human being who, as mere natural being, as a
physical-organic being, becomes the creator of art; rather it is art that
proves to be the creator of humanity, that first constitutes and makes 
possible the specific ‘mode’ of being human. The ludic drive upon 
which Schiller grounds the region of beauty does not simply add to the 
mere natural drives such that it would be a broadening of their range, 
but rather this drive transforms their specific content, first opening 
up and conquering the proper sphere of ‘humanity’. ‘The human only 
plays where he exists in the genuine meaning of the word “human”, 
and he is completely human only when he plays .’30 This totality 
of humanity appears to have been realized in no other function in the 
same sense and to the same measure as in art. We could easily trace how,
in German intellectual history, this purely aesthetically composed and 
grounded ‘humanism’ gradually grew, and how another cultural power 
locates itself, independently and equally, next to art. For Herder and
Humboldt it is language that shares with art the role of creator and
seems to be the basic motive for the real ‘anthropogeny’. The domain of 
technological efficacy seems, however, to be denied any such acknowl-
edgement. For, this efficacy appears to be completely subjected by the
mastery of those drives, which Schiller characterizes as the sentient 
impulse or as the material drive. The urge towards the outside – that 
typically ‘centrifugal’ impulse – manifests itself in it. It brings one piece
of the world after another under the dominion of the human will; this 
spread, this expansion of the periphery of being, thereby leads further 
and further away from the centre of the ‘person’ and personal existence. 
Thus it seems that every advance in width must be bought at the cost of 
a loss of depth. Can it in any way be said of such a function, even if we
turn to the most indirect sense of the word that Schiller has stamped on 
art, that it is not only a creation of the human being, but that it is also 
his ‘second creator’?

Certainly, a general consideration arises against the constitutive 
interpretation that wants to see technology as an endeavour directed
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only towards an outside. Here, Goethe’s claim that nature has neither
core nor shell rightly applies to the totality of mental activities and 
energies. Here there is no separation, no absolute barrier between the
‘outer’ and ‘inner’. Each new gestalt of the world opened up by these
energies is likewise always a new opening out of inner existence; it does 
not obscure this existence, but makes it visible from a new perspec-
tive. We always have before us a manifestation from the inner to the 
outer and from the outer to the inner – and in this double movement, 
in this particular oscillation, the contours of the inner and the outer
world and their two-sided borders are determined. This is also true for
technological efficacy because it is in no way directed towards the seiz-
ing of a mere ‘outside’, but rather it encloses in itself a particular turn 
inward and backward. Here too it is not about breaking one pole
free from another, but rather about both being determined through
each other in a new sense. If we move from this determination, then it 
would appear at first that knowledge of the I is tied in a very particu-
lar sense to the form of technological doing. The border that separates
purely organic efficacy from this technological doing is likewise a sharp
and clear demarcating line within the development of I-consciousness
and singular ‘self-knowledge’. From the purely physical side, this shows
itself in the fact that a determined and clear consciousness of his own
body, both a consciousness of his bodily gestalt and his physical func-
tions, first grows in the human being after he turns both of these
towards the outside and, so to speak, regains both from the reflection
of the outer world. In his Philosophie der Technik, Ernst Kapp sought
to think through the idea that the human being is granted knowl-
edge of his organs only by a detour through organ-projection. By
organ-projection he understands the fact that an individual limb of 
the human body does not simply work outward, but it creates an outer
existence, so to speak, an image of itself. Every primitive work-tool is 
just such an image of the body; it is a contrary playing-out and reflec-
tion of the form and activity of the living body in a determined material
structure of the outer world. Likewise, every tool that can be used by the 
hand appears in this sense as a further laying out and formation, as an
exteriorization, of the hand itself. In all its conceivable positions and
movements, the hand has provided the organic prototypes after which
the human being has unconsciously formed his first necessary pieces 
of equipment. Hammers and axes, chisels and drills, scissors and tongs
are projections of the hand. ‘The parts of the hand, its palm, thumb
and fingers, the open, hollow, finger-spreading, turning, grasping and 
clenched hand are, either alone or simultaneously with the stretched
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or bent forearm, the common mother of the tool named after it.’ From
this Kapp draws the  conclusion that the human being was only able to
gain an insight into the composition of his body, into his physiologi-
cal structure, through the artificial counter-image, through the world
of artefacts he himself created. Only insofar as he learned to produce
certain physical-technological apparatuses did he truly come to know
the structure of his organs in and through them. The eye, for example,
was the model for all optical apparatuses. The properties and function
of the eye, however, have only been understood through these appa-
ratuses: ‘Only as the sight organ had projected itself into a number of 
mechanical tasks, thus preparing their relation back to its anatomical
structure, could this physiological puzzle be solved. From the instru-
ment unconsciously formed according to the organic tool of seeing, the
human being has, in a conscious manner, transferred the name to the
actual focus of the reflection of light in the eye – the crystal lens.’31

We cannot closely follow the metaphysical content of this thesis or
the metaphysical justification that Kapp has given for it. Insofar as this
justification is based upon essentially speculative assumptions, includ-
ing Schopenhauer’s theory of the will and upon Eduard von Hartmann’s 
Philosophie des Unbewußten, it is justly disputed and sharply criticized.32

But this criticism does not destroy the basic perspective and insight
Kapp expresses when he says that technological efficacy, when out-
wardly directed, likewise always exhibits a self-revelation and, through 
this, a means of self-knowledge.33 Admittedly, if we assume this inter-
pretation, a radical consequence cannot be avoided – namely, with this
first enjoyment of the fruit from the tree of knowledge the human being
has cast himself out forever from the paradise of pure organic existence
and life. We may with Kapp still attempt to understand and interpret
the first human tools as mere continuations of this existence; we may
rediscover in the shape of the hammer, axe, chisel, drill and tongs noth-
ing other than the being and structure of the hand itself. If we go one
step further, however, and enter into the sphere of advanced technol-
ogy, this analogy immediately breaks down. This sphere is governed by
a law that Karl Marx called the law of the ‘emancipation of the organic
barrier’. What separates the instruments of fully developed technology
from primitive tools is that they have, so to speak, detached and dis-
sociated themselves from the model that nature is able to immediately
offer them. What these instruments have to say and what they have to
accomplish completely comes to light only because of this ‘dissociat-
ing’. As to the basic principle that rules over the entire development
of mechanical engineering, it has been pointed out that the general
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situation of machines is such that they no longer seek to imitate the
work of the hand or nature, but instead seek to carry out tasks with their 
own authentic means, which are often completely different from natu-
ral means.34 Technology first attained its own ability to speak for itself 
by means of this principle and its ever-sharper implementation. It now
erects a new order that is not grounded on the contact with nature, but
rather, not infrequently, in conscious opposition to it. The discovery 
of new tools represents a transformation, a revolution of the previous 
types of efficacy and the mode of work itself. Thus, as other thinkers
have emphasized, with the advent of the sewing machine comes a new
way of sewing, with the steel mill a new way of  smithing – witness the
problem of flight, which could only finally be solved once technological
thinking freed itself from the model of bird flight and abandoned the
principle of the moving wing.35 Once again, a penetrating and surpris-
ing analogy appears here between the technological and linguistic func-
tion, between the ‘mental aspect of the tool’ and the ‘the tool of the
mind’. For language in its beginning still seeks to hold fast to the ‘prox-
imity with nature’. It devotes itself to the direct sense impression of the
thing, and then strives to hold on to its sound and, as much as possible, 
to its sound image, and, in a sense, to exhaust itself in it. But the further 
it progresses on its way, the more it dissociates itself from this immediate
constraint. It abandons the path of onomatopoetic expression; it wrestles
itself free from the mere metaphor of sound in order to turn into the
pure symbol. And with this it has found and established its own mental 
gestalt; the power dormant in it has arrived at a true break-through.36

Thus, here too the march of technology is mastered by a universal
norm that rules the whole of cultural development. The transition to 
this norm, however, cannot, of course, take place here, as in the other
spheres, without struggle and the sharpest opposition. The human being 
faces the risk of absolving himself from the guardianship of nature, 
standing purely on his own and on his own wanting and thinking. He 
has herewith renounced all the benefit that is contained in his immedi-
ate proximity to nature. And once the bond that binds him to nature is
cut, it can never be tied again in the old way. The moment the human 
being devotes himself to the hard law of technological work, the abun-
dance of immediate and unbiased happiness that organic existence and
activity had given him fades away forever. From the first and most primi-
tive levels it appears as if a close connection still existed between the two
forms of efficacy, as if there occurred between them a constant, almost
unremarkable transition. Karl Bücher, in his writing on Arbeit und 
Rhythmus, explains how the simplest works accomplished by humanity
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are still closely connected and related to certain prototypes of the rhyth-
mic movement of one’s own body.37 They appear as the simple continua-
tion of these movements; they are not so much directed by a determined
idea of an external goal as they are inwardly motivated and determined.
What is represented in these works and what directs and regulates them 
is not a goal-conscious will, but a pure impulse to expression and naive 
joy of expression. Even today this connection can be directly detected 
in the widespread customs of native peoples. It is reported that in many
indigenous tribes dance and work are denoted by the same word. Both
are for them phenomena so immediately related and so insolubly bound
together that they cannot linguistically and intellectually be distin-
guished from one another. The success of agricultural labour depends not 
only upon certain external technological performances but also upon the 
correct execution of their cultural chants and dances; it is one and the
same rhythmic movement that both forms of activity enclose, bringing
them together into the unity of a singular, unbroken feeling of life.38 This
unity appears immediately endangered and threatened as soon as activ-
ity takes the form of indirectness, as soon as the tool comes between the 
human being and his work. For the tool obeys its own law, a law which
belongs to the world of things, and which, accordingly, breaks into the
free rhythm of natural movements with a foreign dimension and foreign 
norm. The organic bodily activity asserts itself over and against this dis-
turbance and inhibition insofar as it manages to include the tool itself 
in the cycle of natural existence. This inclusion still appears to succeed
without difficulty at the relatively early stages of technological work 
activity. Organic unity and organic connection reinstate and reproduce
themselves insofar as the human being continues to ‘grow together’ 
with the tool he employs, so long as he does not look upon the tool
as merely stuff, a mere thing composed of matter, but instead relocates
the tool into the centre of its function and, by virtue of this shifting of 
focus, feels a kind of solidarity with it. It is this feeling of solidarity that
animates the genuine craftsman. In the particular individual work that 
is created by his hands he has no mere thing before him; in it he sees
both himself and his own personal activity. The further the technology 
progresses and the more the law of ‘emancipation from the organic bar-
rier’ affects it, the more this original unity slackens until it finally breaks 
up completely. The connection of work and working ceases in any way 
to be a connection one can experience, because the end of working, 
its proper telos, is now entrusted to the machine, while the human being
essentially becomes, in the whole of the process of work, something
dependent – a section or part that is increasingly converted into a mere 
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fragment. Simmel sees the essential reason for what he calls the ‘tragedy 
of modern culture’39 in the fact that all creative cultures increasingly set
out certain orders of things for themselves that confront the world of the
I in their objective existence and in their being-such-and-such. The ‘I’,
the free subjectivity, has created these orders of things, but it no longer 
knows how to grasp these things and how to penetrate into them. The 
movement of the ‘I’ breaks upon its own creations; the greater the scope 
and the stronger the power of this creation becomes, the more its original 
tide of life subsides. This tragic element of all cultural development is
perhaps no more evident than in the development of modern technol-
ogy. But those who turn away from it on the basis of these findings for-
get that in their damning judgement of technology they must logically
include the totality of culture. Technology has not created this state of 
affairs. It merely places an especially remarkable example urgently before
us. It is – if one speaks here of suffering and sickness – not the ground
of suffering, but merely a manifestation, a symptom of it. What is cru-
cial here is not an individual sphere of culture but its function, not 
a special way that it follows, but the general direction it takes. Thus,
technology may at least demand that the charges raised against it not be
brought before the wrong court. The standard by which it alone can be 
measured can, in the end, be none other than the standard of mind, not 
that of mere organic life. The law that one applies to it must be taken 
from the whole of the mental world of forms, not merely from the vital
sphere. Thus grasped, however, the question as to the value and demerit
of technology immediately receives another sense. It cannot be resolved 
simply because one considers and sets off against each other the ‘utility’
and ‘disadvantages’ of technology. We cannot judge it by comparing the 
good that it gives to humankind with the idyll of some pre-technological 
‘state of nature’. Here, it is about neither pleasure nor displeasure, neither
happiness nor sorrow. It is about freedom and bondage. If the growth of 
technological ability and wares necessarily and essentially secures in itself 
a stronger measure of servitude such that it increasingly enslaves and 
constrains humanity rather than being a vehicle for its self-liberation, 
then technology is condemned. If the reverse shows itself – that is, if it is
the idea of freedom itself that shows the way for technology and finally 
breaks through in it – then the significance of this goal cannot be cur-
tailed by looking at the suffering and troubles technology causes along
the way. For the path of mind stands here as everywhere under the law
of renunciation, under the command of a heroic will that knows it can
only reach its goal through such  renunciation, establishing itself through
it and renouncing all naive and impulsive longings for happiness.
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IV

The conflict generated between the human longing for happiness and
the demands imposed on it by the technological mind and technologi-
cal will is, however, in no way the sole and strongest opposition that 
emerges here. The conflict becomes deeper and more menacing when
it emerges in the sphere of cultural forms. The true battlefront first
appears where the mediating mind no longer merely struggles with
the immediacy of life, but when the mental tasks become increasingly
differentiated and simultaneously alienate themselves further from one
another. For now, it is not only the organic unity of existence, but also
the unity of the ‘idea’, the unity of direction and purpose, which are
threatened by this alienation. Moreover, as technology unfolds, neither 
does it simply place itself next to other fundamental mental orienta-
tions nor does it order itself harmoniously and peacefully with them.
Insofar as it differentiates itself from them, it both separates itself from
them and positions itself against them. It insists not only on its own
norm, but also threatens to posit this norm as an absolute and to force
it upon the other spheres. Here, a new conflict erupts within the sphere 
of mental activity, indeed, on its very lap. What is now demanded is no 
simple confrontation with ‘nature’, but the erection of a barrier within
mental life itself – a universal norm that both satisfies and restrains
individual norms.

The determination of this barrier is most easily fixed in technology’s 
relation to the theoretical knowledge of nature. Here, harmony
seems to be given and guaranteed from the beginning. There is no
struggle for superiority and subordination, but a reciprocal giving and 
taking. Each of the two basic orientations stands on its own. However,
even this independence unfolds freely and spontaneously in an unfore-
seen manner towards a pure subservience to and with the other. The 
truth of Goethe’s words – that doing and thinking, thinking and doing,
constitute the sum of all wisdom – appears nowhere more clearly than
here. For it is in no way the ‘abstract’, pure theoretical knowledge of 
the laws of nature that leads the way, proving first the technological 
aspect of the problem and its concrete technological activity. From the
very beginning, both processes grasp one another and, as it were, keep
the balance. Historically, this connection can be made clear when we
look back at the ‘discovery of nature’ that has taken place in European 
consciousness since the days of the Renaissance. This discovery is in 
no way the work of only the great researchers of nature – it returns
essentially to an impulse originating out of the questions of the great
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inventors. In a mind like that of Leonardo da Vinci the intertwining 
of these two basic orientations appears with a classic simplicity and
depth. What separates Leonardo from mere bookish learning, from the
spirit of ‘letterati ’, as he himself called it, is the fact that ‘theory’ and
‘praxis’, ‘praxis’ and ‘poiesis’, penetrate one another in his person in a
completely different measure as never before. First an artist, he became
a technician and then a scientific researcher. Likewise, for Leonardo all 
research transforms directly into technological problems and artistic
tasks.40 This is hardly a question of a mere one-time connection but
rather of a factual and basic connection that, from here onwards, points 
the way for the entire science of the Renaissance. The actual founder of 
theoretical dynamics, Galileo, also began from technological problems.
In his book on Galileo, Olschki rightly places the strongest emphasis
on this element. He notes that ‘very few of the biographies have directed
attention to this side of Galileo’s work and scientific development. To 
be more precise, however, this more original and persistent of his varied 
dispositions constituted the main focus of his seemingly disparate life
works ... One must keep in mind the fact that each of Galileo’s discover-
ies in physics and astronomy are closely linked to some instrument of 
his own invention or to some special set-up. His technological genius
is the authentic prerequisite for the scientific efforts through which
his theoretical originality first received its direction and expression.’41

The genuine explanation of these facts is that theoretical activity and 
technological activity do not only touch one another externally, insofar 
as they both operate on the same ‘material’ of nature, but, more impor-
tantly, they relate to one another in the principle and core of their pro-
ductivity. The image of nature that thought produces is not captured
by a mere idle beholding of the image; it requires the use of an active
force. The more one steeps oneself in critical epistemological reflection
about the origins and conditions of this image, the more it becomes
clear that this image is no simple copy – that its outline is not simply 
drawn from nature – but that it must be formed from an independent
energy of thought. Here we have arrived at the point where reason,
according to Kant, appears as the ‘author of nature’. This authorship, 
however, assumes another direction and attests to a new path as soon 
as we consider the workings of technological creation. Technological 
work and theoretical truth share a basic determination in that both are
ruled by the demand for a ‘correspondence’ between thought and real-
ity, an ‘adaequatio rei et intellectus’.42 That this ‘correspondence’ is not
immediately given, but rather is to be searched for and continuously
produced, appears even more clearly in technological creation than in
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theoretical knowledge. Technology submits to nature in that it obeys
its laws and considers them as the inviolable requirements of its own
workings. Notwithstanding this obedience towards the laws of nature,
however, nature is never for technology something finished, wherein
laws are merely posited. Nature is something that is to be perpetu-
ally posited anew, something that is to be formed repeatedly. Mind
always measures anew objects in relation to itself, and itself in relation
to objects, in order to find and guarantee in this twofold act the genu-
ine adaequatio , the actual ‘appropriateness’, of both. The more this 
movement takes hold, the more its force grows, the more the mind
feels and knows its reality to have ‘grown’. This inner growth does not
simply take place under a continuous leadership, under the rule and 
guardianship of the actual; rather, it demands that we constantly return 
from the ‘actual’ to a realm of the ‘possible’, and see the actual itself 
according to this image of the possible. Acquiring this point of view and
orientation signifies, from a purely theoretical perspective, perhaps the 
greatest and most memorable achievement of technology. Standing in 
the middle of the sphere of necessity and remaining within the idea of 
necessity, it discovers a sphere of free possibilities. There is no uncer-
tainty, no mere subjective insecurity attached to these possibilities;
they confront thought as something thoroughly objective. Technology 
does not initially ask what is but what can be. This ‘ability’, however,
designates no mere assumption or supposition, but an assertive claim
and certainty – a certainty whose final authentication, of course, is to 
be sought not in mere judgement, but in the output and production
of certain artefacts. In this sense, every truly original technological 
achievement has the character of both a discovering and an uncovering.
A certain state of affairs is in a sense extracted from the region of the
possible and transplanted into the actual. Here, the technician bears a
likeness to the activity of the divine ‘demiurge’ in Leibniz’s metaphys-
ics who does not create the essence or possibility of objects, but selects
only one, and the most perfect, among those possibilities that exist
in themselves and are presently at hand. Thus technology repeatedly
teaches us that the sphere of the ‘objective’, which is determined by
fixed and general laws, never coincides with the sphere of that which is
presently at hand – that is, with that which becomes actual through the 
senses.43 Pure theoretical natural science can, of course, never know the 
actual without constantly reaching out into the realm of the possible,
the purely ideal. In the end, however, the only actuality to which its 
gaze appears to be directed seems to have exhausted itself in the clear
and distinct description of the actual processes of nature. Technological 
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work, however, never binds itself to this pure facticity, to the given face 
of objects; rather it obeys the law of a pure anticipation, a prospective
view that foresees the future, leading up to a new future.

With the insight into this state of affairs, however, the authentic
centre of the world of technological ‘form’ now seems to shift increas-
ingly, and to cross over from the pure theoretical sphere into the sphere 
of art and artistic creation. Here, we need not prove how tightly both
areas are interwoven with one another. A glance at general intellectual 
history suffices to teach us how fluid the transitions are in the concrete 
becoming, in the genesis, of the technological world of form and in
artistic form. Again, the Renaissance, with its construction of the ‘uomo 
universale ’44 in such spirits as Leon Battista Alberti and Leonardo 
da Vinci, provides us with great examples of the constant interweav-
ing of technological and artistic motives. Nothing appears more natural
and more enticing than concluding that such a coincidence in fact 
can come from such a coincidence in person. Indeed, there are those
among the modern apologists of technology who believe that they can 
serve their cause in no better way than by equating it with the cause
of art. They are, as it were, the romantics of technology. They attempt 
to ground and justify technology by dressing it up with all the magic
of poetry.45 All poetic hymns about the achievements of technology
cannot, of course, raise us above the task of determining the difference
between technological and artistic creation. This difference immedi-
ately emerges if we consider the kind of ‘objectification’ that is actual
in the artist and in the technician.

In the present-day literature on the ‘philosophy of technology’, we
repeatedly encounter the questions of whether and to what extent a 
technological work is capable of producing pure aesthetic effects and to
what extent it is subject to pure aesthetic norms. The answers given to
these questions are diametrically opposed to one another. The ‘beauti-
ful’ is quickly claimed and praised as an inalienable good of techno-
logical products, and just as quickly rejected as a ‘false tendency’. This 
struggle, often fought with great bitterness, wanes when one considers
that in the thesis and antithesis the concept of beauty is, for the most
part, taken in an entirely different sense. We grasp the norm of ‘beauty’
so widely that we speak of it everywhere there emerges a victory of 
‘form’ over ‘stuff’, ‘idea’ over ‘matter’, such that there can be no doubt
as to the great extent of technology’s direct role. This beauty of form 
encompasses par excellence the whole expanse of mental activity and
formation in general. Understood in this sense, there is, as Plato said
in the Symposium, not only a beauty of physical formation but also of 
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logic and ethics, a ‘beauty of knowledge’ and a ‘beauty of custom and 
endeavors’.46 To reach the special region of artistic work from this all-
embracing concept of form an essential limitation and a specific regula-
tion are required. This results from that original relation in which all
artistic beauty stands in relation to the grounding and original phenom-
enon of expression. In an absolutely unique way that is reserved for
it alone, the work of art permits ‘gestalt’ and ‘expression’ to merge into
one another. It is a creation that reaches out into the realm of the objec-
tive and that places before us a rigorous objective lawfulness. However, 
this ‘objective’ is in no way a mere ‘appearance’. It is the expression of 
something interior and gives a certain transparence to it. The poetic, 
painted, or plastic form is in its highest perfection, in its pure ‘detach-
ment’ from the ‘I’, still flooded by the pure movement of the ‘I’. The
rhythm of this movement lives on mysteriously in the form and speaks
to us immediately in it. The outline of the gestalt turns back here repeat-
edly to a certain trait of the soul that manifests itself in it; and, in the
end, it is to be rendered understandable only from the whole of this
soul, from its totality that is enclosed in each true, artistic, individual
thing. Such wholeness and such individual particularity continue to be
denied to technological work. Admittedly, if one restricts oneself only
to the mere experiential content of technological and artistic crea-
tions, then there appears to be no strict border between the two. Indeed,
when it comes to intensity, fullness and passionate emotion, the one is 
not inferior to the other. And when the work of a discoverer or inven-
tor first breaks through into reality after years and years of being carried
inwardly, it involves no less a psychical or mental tremour than when 
the poetic or plastic gestalt detaches itself from its originator, confront-
ing him as a figure in its own right. But after this separation has taken
place even once, a quite different connection between the creator and 
his work prevails in the purely technological sphere as compared to the
artist and his work. The completed object, in becoming actual, belongs
to reality. It is situated in a pure world of things whose laws it obeys and 
by whose measure it wants to be measured. It must henceforth speak 
for itself, and it speaks only of itself and not of the creator to whom it
originally belonged. This type of detachment is not demanded of the
artist and it is not possible for him. Even when he becomes completely
absorbed in his work, he does not become lost in it. The work always
remains – insofar as it stands purely on its own – simultaneously the
testimony of an individual form of life, an individual Dasein and a 
particular kind of being. Technological creation can neither reach nor
aspire to reach this sort of ‘harmony’ between the beauty of the work 
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and the beauty of expression. When, with the erection of the Eiffel
tower, the artists of Paris united and rallied in the name of artistic taste 
to object to this ‘useless and monstrous’ construction, Eiffel answered
them that he was firmly convinced that his work had its own beauty:
‘Are the right conditions of stability not always in agreement with those
of harmony? The foundation of the art of building is that the main
lines of the building must completely correspond to certain rules. What
is, however, the basic condition of my tower? Its resistance against the 
wind! And here I claim that the curve[s] of the four pillars of the tower 
that climb higher and higher into the air in accordance with the fixed
measurements of the weight of the base make for a powerful impression
of force and beauty.’47 This beauty, which originates from the perfect
solution to a given problem, is, however, not of the same type and ori-
gin as the beauty that confronts us in the work of poets, sculptors and 
musicians. This latter beauty is not based on ‘being bound’ by the forces
of nature, but also represents a new and unique synthesis of the ‘I’ with
the world. If we can denote the world of expression and the world
of pure signification as the two extremes between which all cultural
development moves, then the ideal balance between them is, as it were,
achieved in art. Technology combined with theoretical knowledge, to
which it is closely related, renounces increasingly all that is measured
by expression in order to lift itself up into the strictly ‘objective’ sphere
of pure meaning.48 At the same time, it is indisputable that the gain 
achieved here contains a sacrifice. But even this sacrifice and this renun-
ciation, this possibility to cross over and rise up into a pure world of 
things, shows itself to be a specific human power – an independent and
indispensable descriptor of ‘humanity’.

However, a deeper and more serious conflict erupts before us if, rather
than measuring technological works and activity by aesthetic norms,
we ask after its ethical right to exist and its ethical meaning. The
moment this question is vigorously put forth and understood in its
entire severity, the decision seems already to be made. The sceptical 
and negative critique of culture, which Rousseau introduced in the
eighteenth century, seems to be able to give no weighty evidence, no 
stronger example than the development of modern technology. Does
this development not, under the promise and alluring image of freedom
of the travelling juggler, involve human beings even more inexorably in 
bondage and enslaved? In that it removes him from the bond to nature,
has it not increased his social bonds to the point of being unbearable?
The thinkers who have struggled most profoundly with the basic prob-
lem of technology are precisely those who have repeatedly enjoyed
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this ethically damning judgement over it. Whoever does not from the
beginning subscribe to the demands of simple utility, and instead treas-
ures the meaning of ethical and spiritual standards, cannot carelessly
pass over the grave inner damages of a lauded ‘technological culture’. 
Few modern thinkers have as keenly observed and forcefully uncovered
this damage as Walther Rathenau.49 He has done so with growing zeal
and passion in his writing. On one hand, there is completely soulless
and mechanized work, the hardest chore. On the other hand, there is
unrestricted will to power and will to rule, unrestrained ambition and
meaningless consumerism. Such is for Rathenau the picture of the times
captured in the mirror of technology: ‘If one considers ... world produc-
tion, the insanity of the economy appears to us terribly frightening. 
Superfluous, trivial, harmful, contemptuous things are heaped in our
stores, useless fashion statements that should, in a few days, emit a false
radiance, ways of getting intoxicated, stimulus, a numbing ... Every new 
financial quarter, all these worthless things fill stores and warehouses. 
Their manufacture, transportation and consumption require the work 
of millions of hands; they demand raw materials, machines, plants,
occupying approximately one-third of the world’s industry and work-
ers.’50 Modern technology, and the modern economy, which has appar-
ently created and sustained itself by its own means, is the true jug of 
the Danaides. This image, already used by Plato in Gorgias to describe
the vanity and absurdity of an ethics measured according to purely
hedonistic criteria, spontaneously forces itself upon us when we read
Rathenau’s description. Every satisfied need serves only to bring forth
new needs in increasing measure – and, once you have entered it, there
is no escape from this cycle. Seizing the human being even more relent-
lessly than the workings of his own drives is the working of the drives of 
his situation that is the result and product of technological culture; he is
thrown by technological culture into a never-ending vertigo that moves 
from desire to consumption, from consumption to desire.

As long as we remain in the sphere of its external appearance, its
consequences and effects, the hard verdict cast here upon technology
is without appeal. Only one question can still be asked: whether these
effects can necessarily be attributed to its essence, that is, whether they
are enclosed in the principle of formation of technology, and whether 
they are demanded by it. When the problem is taken in this sense, a
thoroughly different aspect of the observation and judgement emerges.
Rathenau leaves no doubt that all the gaps and damage of modern
technological culture he inexorably uncovers not only come from itself,
but rather have to be understood in terms of their  connection with a
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certain form and order of commerce. Every attempt at improvement
must begin here. This connection does not originate in the culture of 
technology. It is more the case that it is made necessary and thrust 
upon one by a particular situation, by a concrete historical position.51

Once this interconnection is established, however, it cannot be undone 
by means of technology alone. It is not enough here to appeal to the
forces of nature or mere understanding to technological and scien-
tific intellects. Here it suffices to indicate the point at which only the
deployment of a new willpower can create change. In this construction 
of the realms of will and the basic convictions upon which all moral
community rests, technology can only ever be a servant, never a leader.
It cannot by itself determine the goal, although it can and should col-
laborate in carrying it out. It best understands its own meaning and its
own narrative when it is content in the fact that it can never be an end
itself. Rather, it has to fit itself into another ‘realm of purpose’, into a
genuine and final teleology that Kant described as ethico-teleological.
In this sense, the ‘dematerialization’, the ‘ethicization’ of technology
forms one of the central problems of our present culture.52 Just as tech-
nology could not immediately create ethical values out of itself and
its own circle, there cannot exist alienation and opposition between
technology’s values and its specific direction and basic convictions.
This is the case because technology is governed by ‘practical thinking’,
by the idea of a solidarity of work in which all ultimately work for one 
and one works for all. It creates – even before the truly free community 
of wills – a sort of community of fate between all those who are active
in its work. Thus, we can correctly define the implicit meaning of the
technological world and technological culture as the idea of ‘freedom 
through bondage’.53 If this idea is truly to have an effect, it is, of 
course, necessary that it transform more and more its implicit meaning
into an explicit one. That which appeared in technological creation is
recognized and understood in its basic direction, that it is raised into
mental and moral consciousness. Only if this happens does technol-
ogy prove not only to be the vanquisher of the forces of nature but also 
the vanquisher of the chaotic forces of the human being. All the defects
and failings one is in the habit of advancing today are, in the end, based 
upon the fact that until now it has not fulfilled its highest mission. In 
fact, it has hardly yet recognized it. All ‘organization’ of nature, however,
remains questionable and sterile, provided that it does not lead to the 
goal of the formation of the will to work and the real and fundamen-
tal work attitude. Still, our culture and our present society are far from 
this goal. Only when this is  understood as such and methodically and
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energetically grasped, will the real relationship between ‘technology’ and
‘form’, its deepest form-forming strength, be able to prove itself. 

Translated by Wilson McClelland Dunlavey and John Michael Krois
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2
The Age of Complete 
Mechanization
John Michael Krois

The ability to make and use tools is one of the defining characteristics
of human beings, but, until the twentith century, philosophers gave 
this fact little heed. Human beings were defined as ‘rational animals’, 
so that the life of contemplation, Aristotle’s bios theoretikos,1 rated
higher than a life of doing or making. Aristotle wrote about tragedy, 
but not about sculpture, for, unlike dramatists, sculptors were consid-
ered to be artisans, engaged in dirty manual work. As Erwin Panofsky 
commented in his famous study of ancient theories of art, being a sculp-
tor must have been considered to be something especially crude – ‘etwas 
besonders Banausisches in ancient Greece’.2 Artists were not considered
to be creators. In Plato’s dialogues, artists are compared to people
going around holding up a mirror, and – without any  knowledge – 
reproducing everything: the Sun, and everything in the heavens and 
on earth.3

The ancient view that art (and technical activity) were imitative held
sway for centuries, but it no longer made sense at the beginning of the
twentieth century. By then, technology had not only assumed new
prominence, it had undergone a transformation. Technology could 
no longer be considered to just extend what was already there, tools
were not just mere extensions of the body, and the objects created by
technical means no longer had models in nature. This is what the phi-
losopher Ernst Cassirer claimed in his essay ‘Form and Technology’4 in 
1930. Flight became possible for humans, he wrote, only by creating
unmovable wings, which do not occur in nature.5

In the 1920s the question of technology was a matter of general con-
cern, not just among intellectuals. By 1930 every aspect of life, from
the workplace to the kitchen and living room, was suddenly affected
by new technologies. When the architecture historian Siegfried Gideon 
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published his now classic book Mechanization Takes Command6 in 1948
he called the decade between 1920 and 1930 the age of ‘complete
mechanization’, a time when every sphere of daily life came under
the effect of a host of technical innovations. Animals disappeared as
a means of transport, domestic electricity became widespread, as did 
the telephone and phonograph. Few technical innovations, how-
ever, were able to enter the private sphere as dramatically as radio. 
Suddenly, the distant outside world could be experienced in people’s
private homes. The first regular radio broadcasts for entertainment
began in Germany on 29 October 1923 in Berlin with a one-hour
programme called the ‘Funkstunde’, which broadcast music during its 
first evening. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this event
is what eventually led to the publication of Ernst Cassirer’s essay on 
technology in 1930.

It was no coincidence that Ernst Cassirer’s essay on technology 
appeared when and where it did, in a volume published in Berlin 
devoted to the topic of ‘art and technics’ (Kunst und Technik(( ). The book 
focused upon the ways in which technical innovations were affect-
ing traditional performance arts, particularly music. Its editor, Leo
Kestenberg (1882–1962),7 was deeply concerned about these matters
but he was also in a position to do something about them. Kestenberg 
was originally a classically trained pianist with a profound interest in
music education, but the political changes in Germany following the
1918 revolution enabled him to become a professor of music at the 
famous Berlin Conservatory, the Akademische Hochschule für Musik,
and even a member of the Prussian Ministerium für Wissenschaft,
Kunst und Volksbildung. There he headed the section dealing with 
music (as ‘Referent für musikalische Angelegenheiten’). Kestenberg is 
best remembered for his influential efforts to reform music education in 
Germany, now known as the ‘Kestenberg-Reform’. Kestenberg’s aim was
to have music education begin early, in kindergarten, and to continue 
throughout the entire length of the school years. He changed the pro-
gramme from the teaching of ‘singing’ to ‘music’ generally. His goal was
to make music enjoyable to all by creating a universal musical literacy.
Ideally, this would permit everyone to enjoy even the most advanced and
still unpopular kinds of music. These goals were guided by Kestenberg’s 
socialistic humanism, which in practical terms meant that he envisioned
everyone having the opportunity to hear the finest artists perform the
best music. Kestenberg furthered ‘new music’ by supporting the hiring 
of Paul Hindemith and Arnold Schoenberg as professors of composition
in Berlin, and he encouraged the  experimental Berlin Kroll-Oper, which 
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offered now-legendary modern stagings of modern opera.8 Kestenberg 
recognized early that radio was going to change music, and that art was
entering a new era with the advent of the new technical forms emerging 
in the 1920s. Given all this, it is not surprising that Kestenberg solicited 
papers from experts on different aspects of the effects of technologies on
the performing arts and society in general.

To get an idea of the situation: the studios used for the first regular
broadcasting in Germany were housed in rooms in a building in down-
town Berlin, the Vox-Haus, at Potsdamer Strasse 4. Only five years later,
when a new building was constructed especially for radio studios – the 
‘Haus des Rundfunks’ – it had 14,361 square metres (154,580 square 
feet) of space and took in an entire city block. ‘Listening to the radio’
was a new activity, which spread from 1,025 paying listeners for the
Berlin station in its first year to 220,592 the next, with continuing
exponential growth thereafter. From the beginning, music was one of 
the main contents of radio broadcasting in Germany.

Ernst Cassirer too was in a position to understand what was occur-
ring in the age of ‘total mechanization’, especially radio. The Cassirer
family was part of this technical revolution. Ernst Cassirer’s cousin 
Hugo Cassirer was in charge of engineering at the family’s Berlin fac-
tory, ‘Dr Cassirer & Co. Kabel- und Gummiwerke’. The company pro-
duced shielded wire cables for the clear reception of radio broadcasts
from antennas, which would permit reception of radio signals undis-
turbed by interference from electric motors or other such devices.9

The firm was so successful that by the end of the 1920s the factory 
moved into a new, larger factory building, built in 1928–29 by the
well-known architect Hans Poelzig.10 Poelzig also designed the afore-
mentioned ‘Haus des Rundfunks’ from which radio programmes still
originate.11 Ernst Cassirer also gained firsthand experience in broad-
casting,  probably due to his longtime friend, the philosopher Hans
Reichenbach, who had worked for many years as an engineer in the
field of radio, first in the military and then in Berlin in the laboratory 
of a radio firm. Reichenbach published a series on radio broadcast-
ing to which he himself also contributed.12 He also organized educa-
tional radio  broadcasts in Berlin with professors from different fields, 
and it was probably Reichenbach who set Cassirer in touch with the 
Deutschlandsender.13

Beginning in 1924, an annual radio exhibition (the Funkausstellung,
still held annually as the ‘IFA’14) was held in Berlin, and in 1930 Albert
Einstein spoke over the radio on the occasion of the exhibition’s open-
ing, bringing his voice to a vast audience. 



John Michael Krois 57

Whether or not Reichenbach was responsible for Cassirer’s decision
to lecture on the radio, having Einstein as a model no doubt added 
to his readiness to address the public this way. Cassirer spoke for 25 
minutes, from 18.30 to 18.55 on two successive weeks on the radio 
station Deutschlandsender in its series of university lectures called
‘Hochschulfunk’.15 For this, Cassirer would have had to go to the Berlin 
suburb of Zeesen to the transmitter studio. 

The Deutschlandsender carried its name for good reason: it could
be heard throughout all of Germany and even in countries beyond its
borders. If Reichenbach was behind the invitation to Cassirer to speak 
on the Deutschlandsender, then he might have been provoked by 
Cassirer’s two-part lecture series, for although Cassirer’s lectures were 
entitled ‘The Unity of Science’ (‘Die Einheit der Wissenschaft’), Cassirer 
actually dealt with the plurality of ways in which humans understand
the world, rejecting the underlying ‘physicalism’ that many adherents
of the Logical Empiricism, such as Reichenbach, upheld. However, as 
Reichenbach’s correspondence with Cassirer makes clear, both men 
held the other in high esteem, and their friendship continued over dec-
ades until Cassirer’s death. Cassirer even supported Reichenbach in his 

Figure 2.1 22 August 1930: Einstein speaks on the radio to open the Radio 
Exhibition in Berlin
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attempts to have professors of philosophy appointed with special focus
on the philosophy of science and logic.16 Cassirer’s radio lectures have 
only recently been published in the edition of his Nachlass.17

The changes wrought by the rise of the new technologies in the era
of the Weimer Republic were so great that they became a frequent topic 
for artists, dramatists and performers. ‘Technik’ became the name,
alternatively, for a threat to mankind’s survival or the means for its 
redemption. Technik was treated in literature and drama as either a
monster or as a saviour. Plays such as Georg Kaiser’s GAS18 (1918) or
Max Brand’s Maschinist Hopkins (1928),19 a modern opera, were great
successes, playing on stages throughout the country. In GAS Kaiser 
portrayed technology as a force leading to the destruction of society, 

Figure 2.2 21 and 28 October 1931: Cassirer lectures on national radio on ‘The
Unity of Science’ over the Deutschlandsender near Berlin in their broadcast 
‘Hochschulfunk’
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while in Maschinist Hopkins technology was the locus for unified action 
and society’s  salvation from chaos. Fritz Lang’s movie Metropolis (1927) 
brought the same sort of questions to the screen.

In any case, the sweeping changes in society resulting from ‘com-
plete mechanization’ were obvious to all. The increased speed of life
was new, and this too entered into popular culture and art. With the
question whether technology was going to change life for the better or
for worse uppermost in everyone’s mind, it is not surprising that this
is the topic that occupied Cassirer at the outset in his paper. Artists in 
particular could hardly have ignored these changes – and musicians 
especially, since the world was becoming a very loud place. The most
popular opera of the 1920s was Ernst Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf (1926),f 20

which dealt among other things with the spread of jazz and which 
called in one scene for a locomotive to come onto the stage. The most 
dramatic film expression of mechanization was Walter Ruttmann’s film
Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Großstadt (1927) in which the city itself was the t
main actor – the footage was all shot on location without actors – and 
the main theme was restlessness. 

Kestenberg’s line-up of contributors to his essay volume was care-
fully chosen, and included essays by both Krenek and Ruttmann. But 
the book appeared at an inopportune time. In January of 1933 Hitler
was named chancellor in Germany. Kestenberg, who was Jewish, had 
to flee the country, and this book was thereby no longer the sort of 
reference that could be cited. What is more, art and technology were 
matters of great importance to the new regime. The book had appeared
in a limited edition, and circulated only among cognocenti. Only two
years later the topics discussed in it were regarded in a new way. The 
National Socialist leaders in Germany made extensive use of radio to 
broadcast propaganda and to shape aesthetic sensibilities in a particular 
way. In 1946 Cassirer’s last book, The Myth of the State focused upon
what he called ‘the technique of myth’: the deliberate dissemination
of manufactured mythic conceptions by modern technical means.21 In 
this work he answered the question that had captivated the public and 
intellectuals in the 1920s – whether technology was destined to lead to 
the destruction of civilization – but differently than he was prepared to 
in 1930. His answer was that no such thing as ‘destiny’ was involved,
but that technology could be used in ways that nobody had antici-
pated, to manipulate elementary human emotions, and, by turning fear 
into hatred, control large masses in ways that physical force could not. 
Instead of helping art to liberate human emotions, it expanded them 
so as to create a monstrous force that could be channelled by those in 
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power to their own ends. The era of ‘complete mechanization’ ended 
with the mechanization of human beings themselves.
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Technics of Thinking
Aud Sissel Hoel

What is thinking? An ambitious question, to be sure. Yet this pre-
cise question was tackled by Ernst Cassirer in a highly suggestive and
thought-provoking way in his essay ‘Form and Technology’ from 1930. 
This essay, delivered as a supplement to his three-volume magnum opus 
on the philosophy of symbolic forms (1923–29), sets out to determine 
the ‘being’ of technology. Cassirer poses the question concerning tech-
nology on the grounds that the philosophical depth and significance of 
this question has not been sufficiently acknowledged in the existing lit-
erature on the topic. So what, then, has technology to do with thinking?
Viewed through the optics of the essay under discussion: everything.

Like knowledge, technology is ruled by a demand for some sort of 
‘correspondence’ with reality. Cassirer is not content, however, only
to draw an analogy between the two problems. Nor is he content to
conceive technology as applied science. On the contrary, the pivotal
point in ‘Form and Technology’ is that technology makes knowledge
as such possible by grounding ‘a type of mediacy that belongs to the
essence of thought’.1 The cognitive role ascribed to technology has far-
reaching implications for what we are to make of the old requirement
of agreement between thought and world. Indeed, it is exactly here, in
Cassirer’s radical reconception of what it means for something to ‘cor-
respond’ with something else, that his approach breaks new ground and
stands out at its most original. ‘Truth’ to Cassirer is not a dyadic relation 
between beliefs and facts, but a dynamic and, most notably, differential
relation, which not only transforms and produces the object of knowl-
edge but also – again worth noticing – reveals the object in and through 
this transformative production.

The argument to be made in the present chapter is that Cassirer,
in his essay on technology, makes a significant contribution to what

65
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could be conceived of as a differential approach to knowledge. As such,
this position – if it were to be developed further – has the potential for
cutting across the deadlocked disputes between realism (metaphysical
objectivism) and anti-realism. Crucial to the new position, which I will 
designate as ‘transformational realism’, is Cassirer’s positive recogni-
tion of human productive activity and intervention as essential factors
in all kinds of knowledge gaining. Just as crucial is his insistence that
knowledge is realized only in and through symbolic forms and material
instruments. Thus, the line of thought to be pursued in this chapter
attends to aspects of Cassirer’s philosophy that advance beyond critical d
idealism and that, in so doing, break with the neo-Kantian framework 
that it is most commonly associated with.

The differential approach to be limned in this chapter also promises
a fresh take on the problem of mind. The challenge offered by Cassirer’s
essay concerns the way that thought and technology are brought
together in a new and inner constellation. This constellation initiates a 
trajectory towards a conception of the mind that is neither dualist nor 
physicalist. If we are to remain consistent with the differential line of 
thought, we have to reject the idea of a separate cognitive faculty that is 
assumed to exist and operate in perfect isolation from the body as a living
biological system. Cognition is seen as embodied through and through.
Nevertheless, and as Cassirer repeatedly and insistently reminds us, the 
human mind is characterized by the way that it continuously and inces-
santly outruns its natural basis. Human beings are symbol-making and
tool-making animals. Human cognition, therefore, is neither natural nor
cultural but irreducibly both. This is to say that cognition proper – what
is commonly referred to as the ‘mind’ – is identified by Cassirer with 
the intellectual capacities that come into being only when a living, 
biological system is ‘upgraded’ by cultural interventions.

Even though Cassirer foregrounds dynamic processes of differentia-
tion in most, perhaps all, of his systematic writings, he never uses the
term ‘differential’ to designate his own work. Neither does he designate
his own position as ‘transformational realism’. Quite the contrary, he 
explicitly positions himself in the critical idealist tradition initiated
by Immanuel Kant. It is my impression, however, that this outspoken 
identification with the Kantian tradition serves to hide Cassirer’s most 
original insights – not only for the reading public but sometimes even
for Cassirer himself. The way I see it, Cassirer’s most innovative ideas 
come forth exactly at the points where his thinking diverges from the 
Kantian and neo-Kantian paths. Certainly, it is Kant who gives us the
key to a dynamic and relational approach. But, as this chapter shows,
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the main lesson to be drawn from Cassirer’s essay on technology is that 
genuine relations are differential, which is to say that they are mediated
by ‘foreign’ material and historically constituted forms. Hence, it is only
due to Cassirer’s distinctive take on the Kantian insight, to the changes
he introduces, that the transcendental approach turns differential. The
functional definition of the concept alone, as developed by Cassirer in
Substance and Function from 1910, does not suffice. It is only when the 
cognitive function is transformed into a symbolic function – as in the c
philosophy of symbolic forms developed in the 1920s – that a decisive
step in a differential direction is made. Further steps are made in the
1930 essay on technology as well as in a body of posthumously pub-
lished texts that were intended for a fourth volume on the metaphys-
ics of symbolic forms.2 The differential approach to knowledge to be 
outlined in this chapter was not fully developed as such by Cassirer
himself. Yet it builds on Cassirer’s differential insights and develops
them even further.

Reframing the problem of technology 

Contemporary culture is characterized by the way that technology
infiltrates each and every area of human life. The understanding of tech-g
nology, however, as Cassirer aptly observes, has not kept pace.3 Surely,
there is no shortage of voices that reproach or praise technology. Yet
the majority of these assessments fail to provide insight into technolo-
gy’s ‘essence’. The reason Cassirer gives for this deficiency is that most 
assessments limit their investigations to technology’s products and
effects. They limit themselves, in other words, to investigate technology
as if it were a mere thing. Yet, as Cassirer points out, ‘in the world of 
tools there are no mere things with properties’.4 The difficulty of the
problem has to do with the way that the ‘being’ of the tool makes itself 
manifest, not in its thing-like existence, but rather in ‘the expression
of a particular activity to be performed’.5 If we are to come to grips with
technology, therefore, we have to approach it from a different angle.
We have to ‘shift our gaze from the mere product to the mode and type 
of production and to the lawfulness revealed in it’.6 All of this amounts
to the same as saying that, if our investigations are to bear fruit, we have
to stop thinking of ‘essences’ in the terms provided by substance meta-
physics. The problem of technology needs an entirely new formulation;
it has to be rephrased as a problem of form.

At this point the problem of technology touches on an overriding
concern in Cassirer’s thinking regarding the role of the functional 



68 Technics of Thinking

concept in human knowledge. The core principle around which
Cassirer’s systematic philosophy revolves and that continues to spark 
his thinking throughout its various developments is the primacy of the 
function over the object. This principle as deployed by Cassirer has two
sources of inspiration: first, the mathematical function in modern
mathematics and, second, the ‘Copernican turn’ as performed by Kant’s 
transcendental philosophy. In both cases the principle is taken to chal-
lenge the objectivist ontology that springs from substance metaphys-
ics. In the present context I will focus mainly on the second source of 
inspiration.

On Cassirer’s view, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason brought to philoso-
phy nothing but a revolution in method. The revolutionary element
had to do with the way that Kant gave the problem of the relation
between cognition and its object, as generally accepted until then, an
entirely new formulation. Cassirer sums up Kant’s cardinal move as
follows:

Instead of starting from the object as the known and given, we must
begin with the law of cognition, which alone is truly accessible and
certain in a primary sense; instead of defining the universal qualities
of being, like ontological metaphysics, we must, by an analysis of gg
reason, ascertain the fundamental form of judgment and define it int
all its numerous ramifications; only if this is done, can objectivity
become conceivable.7

What particularly caught Cassirer’s attention is the way that cognition
is redefined by Kant as a productive function that embodies an original, 
formative power. Cognition is no longer seen as a copy of an abso-
lute, self-subsisting reality; the object is, rather, seen as the product of t
cognition’s structuring activity.8 Kant’s most important achievement,
then, consisted in the establishment of a genetic view of knowledge. Asc
Cassirer saw it, the Critique of Pure Reason laid down the direction for
a new critical style of thinking that is characterized by the way it turns 
back upon itself and enquires into its own conditions. It is Cassirer’s 
endorsement of this self-reflective style of thinking that warrants his
explicit identification with Kantian idealism.

For all that, it is worth noticing that when Cassirer positions himself 
within the Kantian tradition he tends to put forth an interpretation
that pulls Kant in a differential direction. In the posthumously pub-
lished text, ‘On Basis Phenomena’ (written probably around 1940), for
instance, where Cassirer makes a distinction between different kinds 
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of theories of knowledge, he positions Kant together with his own
philosophy of symbolic forms in the group of theories that are under-
stood to start from what he calls the ‘work-aspect’. By comparison, the
phenomenological approach of Edmund Husserl is characterized by
Cassirer as a ‘monadic’ theory that starts from the ‘I-aspect’, whereas
the phenomenological approach of Martin Heidegger is positioned
among the pragmatist theories that start from the ‘action-aspect’.9 The
above classification could certainly be disputed. Instead of entering
into a detailed discussion of Cassirer’s proposed scheme, however, I will 
propose an alternative scheme, the purpose of which is to foreground
the contrasts between a differential approach to knowledge drawn from 
Cassirer’s differential insights and classical transcendental approaches 
such as Kant’s and Husserl’s (leaving Heidegger, for the time being, out 
of the equation).10 For the sake of clarity, then, permit me to make some 
gross generalizations.

On my alternative scheme, the approaches of Kant, Husserl and
Cassirer are first grouped together, since they are all critical theories of 
knowledge that endorse the principle of the primacy of the function
over the object. They differ, however, in the way that they interpret this
principle. Kant’s radical move consisted in his replacing of the meta-
physical model of subject and object with a relational model, where
subject and object are understood, rather, as correlates. The Kantian 
model is dyadic (it consists of two elements) and bipolar, which means 
that the elements involved exist merely as dependent ‘moments’ in a
mutual and reciprocal relation. The bipolar model is retained in Husserl,
in and through the central role he ascribes to intentionality (all experi-
ence is experience of something). Besides that, the approaches of Kant
and Husserl converge in the way they conceive the constitutive struc-
tures as immanent. This is why both thinkers privilege relations that are 
assumed to be direct, and why they assume the existence of something t
like pure cognition, or as in Husserl’s case, pure consciousness. One of 
the problems with transcendental approaches such as these is that their
main characteristics, as presented above, threaten to cancel each other
out. Both Kant and Husserl give priority to the subject-pole of the cor-
relation (hence the crucial role played by the transcendental subject in
their respective approaches), with the result that the hard-won relational
stance threatens to dissolve into monadic self-certainty.11 Cassirer, from
his side, also takes up the relational stance. But the philosophy of 
symbolic forms adds a twist that immediately sets him at a distance
from the transcendental approaches: the constitutive structures are pre-
cisely not considered to be immanent. Quite the contrary, in Cassirer’st
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account the constitutive structures are conceived to be material as
well as historically constituted and as such they are essentially foreign.
Furthermore, the constitutive structures are understood to realize the
cognitive function, not in spite of their foreignness, but precisely by vir-
tue of it. To put it differently: in Cassirer’s account the realization of the
cognitive function requires the intervention of a foreign parameter, of a 
‘terminus medius’, which belongs neither to the subject-pole nor to the
object-pole, but which serves instead as the differential principle that
provokes the poles to diverge in the first place. This is what it means for
a relation to be differential, and this is why cognition, in a differential
account, is conceived as essentially mediated.

Finally, to tie this lengthy excursion back to the issue at hand:
Cassirer’s point in ‘Form and Technology’ is that in order for us to under-
stand technology, we have to acknowledge that technology too embod-
ies an original, formative power. We have to realize that technology is in
fact one of the basic forms of culture, and as such it is liable to the same 
kind of critical self-reflection as the other forms. Just as much as we have
to enquire into ‘the “conditions of the possibility” of theoretical knowl-
edge, language, and art’, we have to enquire into ‘the “conditions of the 
possibility” of technological efficacy and  technological formation’.12

Expanding and transforming logos

In Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, mathematics occupies a privileged
position to the extent of exhausting the field of theoretical knowledge.
It should come as no surprise, therefore, that mathematics serves as
the paradigm case in Cassirer’s early investigations of the functional 
concept. Yet it is not until Cassirer realizes that the validity of the
functional concept in fact applies to the entire field of human meaning-
making that his thinking changes to a differential track. In Cassirer’s
account, ‘the Copernican revolution with which Kant began … refers 
no longer solely to the function of logical judgment but extends with
equal justification and right to every trend and every principle by 
which the human spirit gives form to reality’.13 The human intellectual
domain is thus radically expanded, and logos is understood by Cassirer 
as a name for ‘all those functions which constitute and build the world
of human culture’.14 Owing to this expansion, the cognitive function 
is pluralized: ‘For the fundamental principle of critical thinking, the 
principle of the “primacy” of the function over the object, assumes
in each special field a new form and demands a new and dependent
 explanation.’15 Depending on the differential principle that is set in 
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operation, cognition takes another direction. Cognition, therefore, is
conceived by Cassirer as multidirectional and multidimensional.

Cassirer himself considered the expansion of the critique of reason to
a critique of culture as a mere amplification of Kant’s original move.16

He seems to be oblivious to the way that the reformulation of the cog-
nitive function into a symbolic function completely transforms the
notion of logos as understood by Kant. In this respect it is symptomatic
that Cassirer continues to privilege mathematics and to talk about ‘pure
thought’, even after his philosophy has taken a symbolic turn. If we are
to remain consistent with the differential line of thought, however, we
have to realize that there is no such thing as ‘pure cognition’ and that
mathematics, by implication, is but one of several productive construc-
tive forms – a very sophisticated and highly developed form, for sure,
yet these characteristics do not make mathematics the very form of 
‘cognition itself’.

A further step in a differential direction is made in the essay on tech-
nology, where Cassirer maintains that logos has an instrumental – not
only theoretical – side to it. In this text he advances a productive view of 
knowledge by claiming that knowing and making, thinking and doing,
are ‘originally united’ and stem from a ‘common root’.17 He substanti-
ates this view by drawing a parallel between language and technology, 
taking his impetus from a lecture on poetry and technology by the
German engineer and writer Max Eyth. According to Eyth, it is the word
and the tool that distinguish the human being from the animal. Yet we 
fail to see the inner connection between the two if we think of language
as the sole tool of the mind and of the tool as a mere means in the 
service of knowledge. Cassirer follows up on Eyth’s argument by point-
ing to the instrumental side of language. We misconstrue the nature of 
language if we think of it only as a means for describing reality; it is,
rather, a means for making reality. The intellectual nature of the human
being is always double. The operations of language are, simultaneously,
theoretical as well as instrumental. The thesis of the double nature of 
all intellectual activities also applies the other way around: ‘implicitly
contained in this is the counter-thesis that the potency of logos also
resides in every simple material tool’.18 Language and technology are
both forms of logos, and as such they are both ‘tools of the mind’.

Bios and logos

Cassirer’s approach differs from classical theories of knowledge in the 
way that he understands the mediating role of the body. He rejects
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dualist models that posit the intellect, conceived as pure spontaneous
action, against sensibility, conceived as mere receptivity. In Cassirer’s
view, universality and meaning do not begin with the concept. Even
before the onset of symbols and tools, formative processes are in opera-
tion. There is, in other words, an ‘activity of the sensibility itself’.19

Instead of talking about passive impressions, therefore, Cassirer talks
about a ‘world of expressions’. The term ‘expression’ refers to a basic
level of meaning that is assumed to be shared by all living, biologi-
cal systems. It is introduced to accentuate the way that the world, for
every living being, is always already meaningful. Expressive meaning 
is explicated by Cassirer in functional terms: Individual forms of life
have access to different ‘worlds’ depending on their ‘organization’. In
this conception, Cassirer takes inspiration from the biologist Jakob von
Uexküll and his definitions of the living organism as a ‘functional circle’ 
and of the world as an ‘Umwelt’. At the basic level, then, meaning is
‘physiognomic’. Cassirer explains:

The ‘surrounding world’ [Umwelt] or environment of every animal t
cannot, in general, be defined by our concepts of ‘objects’ and r
‘characteristics’; rather, it stems from the whole of its organization
and corresponds in every feature to this whole. In the world of the
earthworm, there are only earthworm things; in the world of the
dragonfly, only dragonfly things.20

The expression, then, is yet another instantiation of the principle of 
the primacy of function, but in this case it operates ‘below’ the level
of objects. Compared to the ‘higher’ meaning functions, however, the
expressive function is primary in that it provides the very opening onto 
the world that makes meaning possible in the first place. The living
organism is understood as a ‘circle of life’ and as such it involves action: 
‘Whatever is alive has its own circle of action for which it is there and
which is there “for” it – both as a wall that closes it off and as a “view-
point” that it holds “open” for the world.’21 Each individual form of life,
then, amounts to a specific mode of having the world, a specific way of y
revealing and dealing with it. It is against this background, then, that
we can understand Cassirer’s characterization of ‘life’ and ‘action’ as
‘basis phenomena’.

If we are to speak about knowledge, however, further mediations are
necessitated than those provided by the body itself. For, as Cassirer 
maintains, it is only by virtue of the distance introduced by symbols
and tools that the life complex becomes a knowledge complex.22
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Human existence is a peculiar existence because it is mediated in prin-
ciple. It is an existence, therefore, that always already differs from itself. ff
While it never ceases to be a life complex, it constantly transcends its
own natural foundations. There are several ways of interpreting this
characteristic transcendence and, with that, the mediating role played
by symbols and tools. One approach, which prevailed in Cassirer’s 
time and which has continued to reassert itself in different guises
ever since, understands the mediated character of human existence
in terms of alienation. Ludwig Klages, for instance, who gives voice to
this approach in Cassirer’s essay, maintains that technology ‘alienates 
the human being from his own centre of life’, and, as a result of this 
progressive alienation, the human being has ‘fallen out with the planet
that bore and nurtured him’.23 What characterizes Klages’ approach and
other approaches that foreground alienation is that ‘life’ and ‘mind’
are conceived as metaphysical forces that oppose and counteract one
another – Klages’ characterization of the forms of spirit as ‘vampiric’
and ‘soul-destroying’ powers being an obvious case in point.

Cassirer, on his side, sees things differently. The mediating role of 
symbols and tools is conceived by him, rather, in terms of articula-
tion. Symbols and tools are not understood by Cassirer to alienate the 
human being from its ‘true essence’. Quite the opposite, it is only in 
and through this intermediary that the human being is constituted as 
such and comes into itself as an ‘I’: ‘The border that separates purely
organic efficacy from this technological doing is likewise a sharp and 
clear demarcating line within the development of I-consciousness
and singular “self-knowledge”.’24 Further, the intervention of cultural
forms is not understood to ‘close’ the opening onto the world. They
are understood, rather, to amplify the perception-action circuits of the 
life complex beyond themselves, making the organism able to perceive
and do new things. For Cassirer, then, the duality of life and mind is a 
duality of viewpoints only. The distance introduced by the tool allows 
for a new kind of seeing and thus for ag new kind of relating to the world. g
What is more, the distance introduced by the intermediaries opens up
a space that allows the human being a certain leeway vis-à-vis its exis-
tential circumstances. The human being does not merely adjust to its
niche; it actively builds it:

And it is by moving about in this space, in the whole of that which
is achieved through his work – and through which his work first
becomes possible – that the human progressively builds up his world,
his horizon of ‘objects’, and the concept of his own essence.25
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This is why, in the case of the human being, there are not only two, but 
three basis phenomena to be factored in: life, action and work.

Where, then, does this leave us when it comes to the status of the
human mind? Again, the answer will depend on whether or not we
remain consistent with the differential trajectory of thinking (Cassirer’s
lines of thought are sometimes discordant at this point and waver between 
transcendental and differential conceptions). But if we do, and as Cassirer 
certainly does in his technology essay and in the posthumously published 
texts intended for the fourth volume, then ‘mind’ is seen as what comes
into being only when a living, organic system is differentiated from itself 
through the formative intervention of cultural forms. Mind, therefore,
far from being seen as life’s irreconcilable opponent, is seen, rather, as a
transformation – an upgrading even – of life.26

Truth, distance and intervention

Cassirer’s approach to the problem of knowledge in ‘Form and 
Technology’ is radical for at least two reasons. First, by assigning consti-
tutive powers and thus theoretical import to material tools, he violates
the canonical distinction between theoretical, practical and technical
modes of reasoning, which was set forth by Aristotle and which has
informed Western thinking ever since.27 Second, and perhaps contrary 
to what one would expect, this violation does not prompt Cassirer to
renounce the idea of necessity or truth. Fully acknowledging the con-
tingent and transitory nature of knowledge, then, he retains a notion 
of veracity.28 As contradictory as this might sound, the point I want to 
make is that on a differential account, contingency and necessity do not
rule each other out.

The notion of truth that results from a differential approach, however, 
is markedly different from the established notions in terms of coinci-
dence or correspondence. In order to accentuate the difference, I will go
back, if only very briefly, to antiquity. Before Plato and Aristotle limited 
the meaning of ‘theoria’ to the activity of contemplating eternal truths,
the word referred to, as pointed out in a recent study, a religious prac-
tice that involved pilgrimage and witnessing of mysterious spectacles.29

Interestingly, the connotation of sacred spectating has been kept in
the philosophical use of the term. Aristotle, for instance, who defines
‘theoria’ as an intellectual activity that is cut off from the practical
realm, understands theorizing activity as an actualization of the divine
faculty in humans. In theorizing, the divine faculty becomes identical
with the divine being, the primary substance, which is the first cause 
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of all things.30 From antiquity onwards, pure intellectual presence to what 
is truly real has continued to be taken as a standard of truth. Even in 
Kant, who insists on the finite nature of human reason, divine reason
(aptly designated by him as ‘intellectus archetypus’) still figures as the
standard of truth – even if here only as a negative standard that is unat-
tainable for humans.

Since then, the spectator theory of knowledge has been subjected to 
numerous and incisive attacks, and rightfully so. What sets Cassirer apart 
from the main thrust of contemporary critics of ‘ocular centrism’ and
‘the metaphysics of presence’, however, is that he advances an approach
that is not ‘anti-essentialist’. For, as Cassirer sees it, going from one 
extreme to the other, say, from realism to relativism or scepticism, never 
solves the underlying problem. The taking up of a relativist or sceptic 
position, therefore, would not really challenge the essentialist model 
of truth; it would confirm it, rather, by providing its negative counter-
image. In like manner, simply rejecting the notions of ‘truth’ and ‘iden-
tity’ on the grounds that the criteria set forth by the standard model are 
unattainable and impracticable would not really challenge the standard
model; it would confirm it, rather, in a negative and roundabout way, by 
its continued adherence to the old criteria for what is to count as true. 
Instead of pursuing an anti-essentialist strategy, then, Cassirer chooses
to approach the problem at a metalevel by challenging the very con-
ceptual matrix that sustains essentialism as well as its negative revers-
als. He starts this work in Substance and Function, where he attacks the 
substantivist metaframework head on by challenging one of its main
pillars, the Aristotelian notion of concept formation, and replacing it
by a functional notion. The subsequent development of his thinking
continues the enterprise of reframing knowledge and of establishing
an alternative, and, as I see it, differential matrix or metaframework.
Contrary to the standard model, which defines true knowledge in terms
of passive beholding of pre-given essences, Cassirer holds that genuine
knowledge is established through work, that is, through human ingenu-
ity, invention and intervention. This is why he reminds us, in the essay 
on technology, that many great discoverers of nature were also inven-
tors (Leonardo da Vinci serves as the paradigm case) and that ‘theoria’,
‘praxis’ and ‘poiesis’ interpenetrate each other – not only sometimes
but in principle.

Cassirer’s writings are brimful of visual metaphors. The symbolic 
forms amount to different ‘ways of seeing’, individual symbolic forms
institute particular ‘image worlds’, concepts serve as ‘viewpoints’, tools
initiate new ‘lines of sight’ and so forth. This way of putting things
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may cause dismay among contemporary thinkers who are, for very
good reasons, wary of the privilege that has been accorded to vision 
throughout the history of Western philosophy. Yet it is precisely here, 
as regards Cassirer’s notion of visuality, that the differential approach
makes manifest, so to speak, its difference. For in Cassirer’s account of 
the dynamics of meaning, the visual aspect is not understood in the tra-
ditional sense of direct perception of truth (intellectual contemplation),
nor is it understood in the Kantian sense, as the heterogeneous coun-
terpart of the ‘discursive’. It is understood, rather, in terms of a creative 
picturing in accordance with some rule, much in the vein of the Kantian g
schemata. Yet, on the differential account, this creative intervention is 
not understood simply to impose its forms on experience. Instead, it is
understood to articulate and reveal the phenomenon in and through the 
very act of exposing it. On a differential account, then, the discursive
and the visual are two aspects of the very same process of differentiat-
ing. This is why the term ‘viewpoint’ may serve as a synonym for the
term ‘measure’ in Cassirer’s texts, and vice versa. 

What is at stake here may become clearer if we relate the above
discussion to the workings of tools. For what technology teaches us,
before all else, is that human intervention does not preclude revela-
tion. On the contrary, it teaches us that the ‘discovery of nature’ in fact 
requires the insertion of an intermediary. As Cassirer puts it in ‘Form
and Technology’, the tool marks a ‘turning point in knowledge’ for the
reason that it sets limits on the will. The tool introduces a distance that 
makes the will able to look away from its goal. The technical or mediated
way of relating to the world manifests itself ‘not only in the ability to
seize its goal but also in the particular ability to distance the goal from
it and to leave it at this distance, letting it stand there’.31 The distance 
that is thus introduced is not merely negative; it does not solely involve
a removal from the real. It is understood, rather, to bring the target phe-
nomenon closer on a higher and more articulated level. The distance 
introduced by the tool is productive in that it allows us to discover the
target phenomenon in its alterity, that is, as an object with an indepen-t
dent existence:

The will can never succeed in its application simply by making itself 
stronger. Success demands that the will intervene in an originally 
foreign order and that it know and recognize this order as such. This
knowing is at the same time a mode of recognition. Nature is not, 
as in magic, merely repressed by desiring and imagining. Rather, its 
own independent being is acknowledged.32
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This ‘discovery of nature’ happens each time a technology is deployed,
Cassirer maintains, no matter how simple the tool in question might be.
He goes on from this to insist on technology’s revealing capacity: ‘This 
discovery is a disclosure; it is the grasping and the making one’s own 
of an essential connection that previously lay hidden.’33 It is only due
to an active human intervention, therefore, that reality is provoked to
reveal something about itself. Yet, even if these revelations are effected
by human intervention, there is nothing arbitrary about them: ‘There is 
no uncertainty, no mere subjective insecurity attached to these possibil-
ities; they confront thought as something thoroughly objective.’34 This,
then, is how the differential approach brings necessity and contingency
together: the revelations follow by necessity from the ‘viewpoint’ that
is introduced by the merely contingent tool. This implies that another
tool would reveal the target phenomenon differently. So, even though 
there is nothing arbitrary in the way that a tool reveals reality, the rev-
elations in question will always remain relative to the viewpoint of the
tool that exposed them. On a differential account, therefore, there is no 
such thing as a unique and exhaustive description of a phenomenon.
All phenomena can be determined in multiple ways. For, according to
Cassirer, the human being ‘does not already have a determined form 
of the world; he must instead search for this form and find it in various d
ways. The way he finds it depends on the dynamic principle that the
general movement of mind follows.’35 This, then, is why Cassirer is able
to talk about ‘relative truths’ without contradicting himself.

Considering all of the above, Cassirer’s dismissive attitude towards
pragmatist philosophy seems rather out of place. Surely, Cassirer disap-
proves of the utilitarian motives that sometimes surface in pragmatist
thinking. Aristotle considered theoretical knowledge to be disinterested
and nonutilitarian,36 and even if Cassirer considers all knowledge to be
productive, he was certainly not willing to go to the opposite extreme by 
‘defining theoretical “truth” merely as a special case of “utility”’.37 Aside
from that, there are obvious overlaps with pragmatism of which Cassirer 
seems to be oblivious. There may be several reasons for this, philosophi-
cal as well as circumstantial. Suffice it to say that Cassirer associates
Heidegger with pragmatist philosophy, and that some of his misgiv-
ings come up during the famous disputation between the two thinkers 
in Davos, Switzerland, in 1929. Both thinkers defend their respective
interpretations of Kant, and the discussion turns on whether finite 
human beings are able to ‘break through’ to a transcendental sphere
and attain necessary and eternal truths. Heidegger targets the philoso-
phy of Hermann Cohen, Cassirer’s teacher, and addresses Cassirer as a
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neo-Kantian thinker. Cassirer, on his side, confirms this set-up by iden-
tifying his own philosophy with Cohen’s.38 With one blow, then, the 
distance Cassirer has travelled beyond neo-Kantianism is abolished. As
a result, the two thinkers position themselves at the maximum distance
from each other: Heidegger resolutely asserting human finitude and
Cassirer invoking objectively necessary truths in mathematics. However, 
this set-up underplays the fact that the two thinkers converge, at least
partly, on the question of the nature of human transcendence.

In Davos, both Heidegger and Cassirer understood transcendence as
something that arises out of productive imagination. Yet, as Heidegger
reminds us, this is tantamount to saying that transcendence remains
within the sphere of the humanly produced, which again is an argument 
for its finite character. Cassirer, in replying to a question from the audi-
ence regarding the possible routes to transcendence, clarifies that tran-
scendence can only be obtained through the medium of form, and for 
this reason the resulting transcendence will always remain an immanent
transcendence.39 In this way both thinkers accentuate, as paradoxical
as it might sound, that transcendence is possible only within a human
horizon. The paradox dissolves, however, with a view to the role the 
two thinkers attribute to ‘poiesis’, and not only to ‘praxis’ (Heidegger
perhaps more so in his later writings). In their own idiosyncratic ways,
both thinkers seem to gesture towards what I will designate as a ‘poetic’
notion of infinity. I will elaborate on what I mean by this notion by
building on some of Cassirer’s scattered references on the topic.

Poetic infinity

It is conceivable that Cassirer’s grievance against pragmatism had to 
do with what he saw as an overemphasis on the ‘action-aspect’ at the
expense of the ‘work-aspect’. For what characterizes human action is
that it tends to settle. It does not remain in a process of pure becoming. 
I cite from the text on basis phenomena, which comments on the differ-
ence between these two aspects and how they relate to each other:

The ‘work’ appears, in contrast to the level of ‘action’ … as something 
objective and, to an extent, fixed. The work is the aim of ‘action’; but
in this action it also comes to its end … The movement of action has 
come to a halt; it has found expression in a work.40

This settling-of-action-into-work is, of course, the founding moment
of culture. Human action tends to sediment, and in and through this
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sedimentation it obtains a kind of endurance. The crucial characteristic of 
the work has precisely to do with this peculiar ‘temporal shape’ and not
merely with its ‘technical usefulness’ or its ‘effects on the souls of men’:

It is this ‘being’ that ‘outlives’ the moments which are not dragged
into the turmoil of physical and psychical activity as it changes from
moment to moment – this is the basic determining factor in the 
make-up of a ‘work’.41

Furthermore, ‘endurance’ is the hallmark of the poetic and exactly what
distinguishes it from the merely practical:

The practical is directed toward an effect in the present, as something
momentary, toward an ‘influence’ on physical nature or on the 
human will. The poetic is different because its being is not limited
only to such works. The poetic ‘arises’ and ‘endures’ outside every y
‘intention’ (as ‘aiming at a goal’ taken as a specific, momentary,
individual action). It is ‘without interest’.42

In the last quotation, Cassirer brings up yet another characteristic that is
understood to distinguish the poetic from the practical: the poetic is dis-
interested. Again, Aristotle’s distinctions come to mind, but this time, of 
course, Cassirer alludes to Kant’s treatment of aesthetics in the Critique of 
Judgment. In ‘Form and Technology’, art is brought in as a third basic form 
of culture, along with the word and the tool. The context is a discussion
of Friedrich Schiller’s notion of the ‘ludic drive’ (‘Spieltrieb’) and his idea
that art is a ‘creator of humanity’ in that it ‘makes possible the specific
“mode” of being human’.43 For what distinguishes the human being, 
according to Schiller’s Aesthetic Letters, is its capacity for ‘free play’.44

And here we have arrived at the point where Cassirer makes one of his 
most provocative moves: he suggests that the free play of the imagina-
tion is not limited to the sphere of art or to the domain of the aesthetic, t
as understood, for instance, by Schiller and Kant. For, as seen above, the
tool is also a ‘creator of humanity’, and in that respect perhaps even 
more fundamental. I quote once more from ‘On Basis Phenomena’: ‘The 
transition to the “enduring” work (product) and to the tool as some-
thing which is “always to be applied in the same way” is what actually 
opens up to mankind the “objective” sphere, the sphere of “things”.’45

In ‘Form and Technology’, he also comments on the ‘transcendence’ of 
the work tool: ‘The tool signifies something detached from its imme-
diate being and becomes something that exists in itself, a continued 
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existence that can far outlast the life of the individual human being.’46

And again, in yet another context, Cassirer accentuates the way that the 
poetic extends far beyond the sphere of art, since ‘absence of interest
is not confined to the work of art alone, but holds equally for works of 
language, philosophical works, works of science, and pure knowledge in
general’.47 Innocent as they may sound, these quotations actually break 
new ground: the area of the poetic is expanded so that it comprises not
only the ‘fictional’ but the ‘factual’ as well. Taken together, these quota-
tions are suggestive of a fresh and highly original take on the problem
of knowledge, which revolves around the insight that objectivity is poetic.
Even so – and here comes the differential twist – the poetic determina-
tion of objectivity does not rid the factual of its necessity.

Technology and the possible

The tool, then, is the key to transcendence because it introduces a
distance that makes humans able to see and act beyond the situation
here and now. Or, to put it differently, the tool institutes and opens the 
sphere of the possible. The tool makes possible a new line of sight that 
has to do with the way that it installs itself between the will and the
sought-after goal, and, due to this in-between position, pushes the goal
into the distance. ‘Instead of looking spellbound at this goal, the human
being learns to “fore-see” it.’48 The tool marks the onset of a capacity
for forethought and, with that, a capacity for considering different ways 
of attaining it. For the tool-making animal, then, ‘reality shows itself,
regardless of its strict and irrevocable order, not as an essentially rigid
existence but rather as a modifiable, malleable material. Its gestalt is
not complete. Rather, it offers human will and initiative an enormous
latitude for action.’49 It is this differential reconfiguration of visuality
and discursivity, of necessity and contingency, that makes it possible to
rethink the old problem of ‘correspondence’ with the world.

As Cassirer points out, the ‘battle of the systems’ in philosophy turns
precisely on the problem of correspondence. Whether they hold that
knowledge is a part of being or whether they hold that being effects
thought, all dogmatic systems fall through because they begin with the
notion of substance.50 What approaches such as these all fail to see is 
that the knowledge requires ‘the use of an active force’.51 This is why 
Cassirer, in the essay on technology, insists that theoretical knowledge
and technical work are processes that touch upon each other. For in 
neither case is correspondence simply given; it has to be ‘searched for
and continuously produced’.52 Thus understood, knowledge has no
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absolute source, neither in the subject nor in the object. It consists,
rather, in an interminable process of mutual determination, provoked
by the insertion of a ‘terminus medius’ that serves as a differential view-
point or measure: ‘Mind always measures anew objects in relation to
itself, and itself in relation to objects, in order to find and guarantee in 
this twofold act the genuine adaequatio, the actual “appropriateness”, of 
both.’53 It is worth noticing that Cassirer conceives of the determination
process in terms of both reduction and growth: reality is reduced ‘to its 
inner relation of measure’ but looses nothing of its ‘plasticity’; it is set,
rather, ‘as if in a fixed intellectual framework limited by certain rules of 
the “possible”’.54 It is exactly this inscription into a larger intellectual
framework, into an order of possible determinations instituted by the inser-
tion of a differential viewpoint, that makes the phenomenon grow beyond t
itself. Cassirer adds the following specification:

This inner growth does not simply take place under a continuous 
leadership, under the rule and guardianship of the actual; rather, it
demands that we constantly return from the ‘actual’ to a realm of 
the ‘possible’, and see the actual itself according to this image of the
possible.55

Finally, then, we have arrived at what Cassirer considers to be the great-
est achievement of technology: ‘Standing in the middle of the sphere of 
necessity and remaining within the idea of necessity, it discovers a sphere
of free possibilities.’56 Thus, from a theoretical point of view, technolo-
gy’s greatest achievement is that it demonstrates, in practice, that the
notion of ‘reality’ as traditionally understood has been far too narrowly 
conceived. For as Cassirer observes, ‘the sphere of the “objective” …
never coincides with the sphere of that which is presently at hand’.57

A differential metaframework, therefore, leaves us with a notion of 
truth that is worldly and relative but never ‘relativist’. The human
capacity for transcendence is understood neither in terms of an exer-
tion of an alleged divine faculty in humans nor in terms of a taking up
a ‘perspectiveless’ perspective; it is understood, rather, in terms of an 
active insertion of a differential sight, of an optic device that in a more
than metaphorical sense aids the eye in its aiming.

Science criticism

Cassirer’s essay ‘Form and Technology’ calls for a new kind of technol-
ogy critique that does not limit itself to simply reproaching or praising
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technology’s effects. This is very much in line with the concerns of the 
contemporary philosophy of technology as well as with the concerns
of certain strands of science and technology studies (STS). These cur-
rent approaches proceed based on the idea that technological artefacts
are essentially non-neutral. The French sociologist Bruno Latour, for 
instance, who is one of the major proponents of STS, understands sci-
ence in terms of actor-networks, that is, in terms of networks of rela-
tions that include both human and non-human agents. Technological 
agency also forms the keystone of an approach in current philosophy of 
technology called postphenomenology, which has been initiated by the 
philosopher Don Ihde. Like Cassirer, Ihde also includes reflections on 
technology’s role when it comes to understanding human experience 
and the human existential condition.

As Cassirer observes, the thinkers who have put the most effort into
understanding the effects of technology are typically the very same 
thinkers who have advanced a damning judgment over it.58 Yet, as he 
points out in the essay, if we really want to understand a phenomenon, 
unmitigated condemnation is not very helpful. Postphenomenology is 
based on a similar conviction, which explains why today the focus has 
shifted from alienation, which prevailed in the classical philosophy of 
technology, to technological mediation. Like Cassirer, postphenomeno-
logical thinkers consider material media to be at the heart of human
meaning formation and of human knowledge production. They 
proceed, in other words, based on a positive notion of technology’s 
transformative role, something that differs markedly from classical
philosophers of technology (as well as classical phenomenologists),
who tend to privilege immediate experience over mediate experience. 
The new emphasis on technological mediation also resonates well 
with Cassirer’s criticism of the nostalgic motive that underpins the 
alienation argument. Approaches that accentuate technology’s alien-
ating effects tend to conceive experience in terms of ‘life’, in terms
of an unbroken continuity between the organism and its immediate 
surroundings. Technology, then, is understood to break this unity, 
to interrupt the alleged paradise of immediate existence. Cassirer, of t
course, renounces this utopian idea of a lost unity, and considers it
futile to compare the present situation ‘with the idyll of some pre-
technological “state of nature”’.59 The nostalgic motive also reappears
within the field of technology, where it gives rise to a peculiar hierar-
chy between different kinds of technologies: the simple tool, which is 
assumed to form an unbroken continuation of the craftsman’s natural
movements, is privileged over the advanced tool, which ‘breaks into 



Aud Sissel Hoel 83

the free rhythm of natural movements with a foreign dimension and
foreign norm’.60 Cassirer goes on to reject this hierarchical distinction, 
and he does so for two reasons. First, for him, all technologies, no mat-
ter how simple, introduce a foreign norm; indeed, the introduction of 
a foreign norm is the very definition of what technologies do. Next,
he refuses the negative evaluation of ‘foreignness’ that is implied by
the alienation argument. For, as we have seen, it is only by virtue of 
inserting a foreign parameter that the tool can fulfil its function as a
‘tool of the mind’. 

There is yet another reason to question the nostalgic motive that has
proved so tenacious, especially in what the philosopher Carl Mitcham
refers to as the ‘humanities philosophy of technology’.61 For, if ‘true’
existence is associated with immediate lifeworld transactions, contem-
porary science, with its abstractive methods and heavy instrumentation,
may end up being seen as a reductionist enterprise almost by definition. 
And certainly, there are still, even today, philosophical voices that take
a dismissive attitude towards science, especially, perhaps, among think-
ers who emphasize the existential dimension of human experience.
Yet again, if we want to understand science, sweeping dismissals are not
very productive. This is why Ihde, much in the spirit of Cassirer, calls
for a different kind of science criticism where the irrelevant humanist isd
turned into an authoritative critic.62 What Ihde pleads for, to be more
specific, is a humanist critic who enters the research phase of technologi-
cal innovation and who participates in the shaping of scientific experi-
ments. Participation in ongoing processes of technology development
is also considered crucial by current advocates of an approach called
constructive technology assessment (CTA), the overall aim of which is
to contribute to ‘the realization of better technologies (in a better soci-
ety)’.63 The proposed strategy of the CTA approach is to modulate the 
design process of new technologies by allowing broader negotiations
(discussions, analyses, experiments) involving other concerned parties
during the actual technology construction process. The purpose of these
negotiations would be to anticipate the societal impacts of new tech-
nologies and to feed these insights back into the design process. The
concerns of the CTA approach, then, resonate well with Cassirer’s com-
ments towards the end of his essay on technology, where he maintains 
that even if our society faces major technological challenges, technol-
ogy alone cannot solve them. This is why Cassirer – and contemporary 
thinkers such as Latour, Ihde, CTA proponents and others – call for
reflexivity and for societal negotiations – that is, for a new kind of 
sociotechnical criticism.
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Extended mind

When it comes to understanding human cognition, the groundbreaking
element in Cassirer’s essay on technology has to do with the way that 
it offers an approach to cognition that is neither ‘dualist’ nor ‘physical-
ist’. Dualist approaches such as René Descartes’, which see mind and
body as distinct substances, have long since fallen into disrepute. The
contemporary study of mind is dominated, rather, by a multifarious
collection of physicalist and functionalist64 approaches. Physicalism 
is a philosophical position which holds that everything that exists 
can be explained exhaustively in terms of its physical attributes, effec-
tively reducing questions of mind to questions of the material brain.
Physicalist theories of the mind are clearly at odds with Cassirer, who,
as we have seen, holds that meaning, even at its most primary and 
primitive level, constantly outruns the physical in the narrow sense
that is usually employed by physicalists (the concept of the physical
is limited to whatever can be described in physics). Moreover, in the 
case of human beings, Cassirer is wary of putting too much emphasis
on the role of the body, due to the risk of overlooking the work-aspect
and thus of reducing human meaning to a mere function of the body’s 
physiological make-up:

The concept of mankind is defined for it not by any specific identifi-
able structural features, but through the comprehensive totality of 
mankind’s achievements. The totality of these achievements can in 
no way simply be read off from mankind’s ‘organization’, such as 
from the organization of the brain and the nervous system.65

Functionalist theories of the mind differ from physicalist theories in that
they conceive of mental states solely in terms of the causal roles they
play in the cognitive system irrespective of how these states are materi-
ally implemented (in a biological brain, in a computer, or in some other 
system). The abstract and mechanist account of the cognitive process
provided by functionalist theories is discordant with Cassirer’s ideas of 
expression as a phenomenon of life and of mind as a transformation of 
life. Besides, since functionalism is based on an analogy between cogni-
tive operations and the workings of mechanical devices (rendering the
terms cognition and computation practically interchangeable), func-
tional approaches cannot really account for the productive difference
that is introduced when a biological system is hooked up with some
‘external’ device to form a coupled system. Just like the physicalists,
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then, most functionalists miss out on the work-aspect and, with that,
the constitutive, augmentative and transformative power of symbols
and tools.

For all that, within the contemporary cognitive sciences there are
thinkers who do take the transformative power of contingent and
‘external’ resources into account. The philosopher Andy Clark, for
instance, argues that the system we commonly refer to as ‘mind’ in fact
extends beyond the resources provided by the biological brain. Taking 
inspiration from research fields such as animate vision and real-world
robotics, which ascribe cognitive roles to bodily actions as well as to
features of the environment, Clark advances an approach that is com-
monly referred to as the ‘extended mind thesis’. From this perspective,
cognition is understood to be ‘scaffolded’, that is, to rely partly on
‘external’ (bodily and environmental) features. Cognition, therefore, is
understood to form a complex and coupled brain–body–world system. 
As Clark sees it, the classical view of cognition in terms of internal
representations needs to be supplemented by an account of how some
biological systems are able to exploit the environment, not only for the
sake of ‘minimizing computational effort’, as he puts it, but also for the
sake of augmentation. Scaffoldings allow the cognitive system to achieve
goals that would otherwise be beyond it. And when it comes to human
beings, language is understood by Clark to form a particularly powerful 
augmentative device.66 These ideas clearly resonate with Cassirer, and
in hindsight one could, perhaps, say that what Cassirer actually did,
not only in ‘Form and Technology’ but also in his general approach
to symbolic forms, was to advance an ‘extended mind approach’ avant 
la lettre. Indeed, when it comes to ascribing cognitive roles to external 
(‘foreign’) factors, he was even more radical than Clark, since to Cassirer
human cognition is essentially scaffolded – not only occasionally so, as 
Clark seems to suggest. This is to say that, in Cassirer’s account, the
extended mind thesis does not merely supplement the internalist view
of the mind but in fact replaces that approach. For, if we are to remain 
consistent with the differential approach to cognition, the bracketing
out of the living body and of the external cognitive props (symbols and
tools) would result in a bracketing out of the very phenomenon that we
purport to study, that is, the very mind itself.

Transformational realism

As we have seen, according to Cassirer, the only transcendence that is 
available to humans is an immanent transcendence – a transcendence,t
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that is, which in some sense is created by human beings (hence the
term ‘poetic infinity’). This prominence accorded to human productive
forces in the process of knowledge gaining may prompt us to raise the
old problem of realism. To what extent do we know that the world that
is described in science is in fact the real world? To what extent do we
know that reality exists independently of human observers and that it
is not merely a projection of the human mind? This way of posing the
problem, however, which is the traditional way, tacitly presupposes the
substantivist metaframework that Cassirer sets out to challenge. To fol-
low up on that, the reason why Cassirer repeatedly invokes the name of 
Kant, despite their obvious differences, is that he finds in Critique of Pure 
Reason the germ for a new metaframework. Additionally, if we take into
consideration the general impact Kant has had on philosophy, we could 
say that since his time, the ‘battle of the systems’ has turned on how
one is to interpret his cardinal insight regarding the limited nature of 
human understanding, and how one is to deal with its consequences.

It is not generally acknowledged that the Critique of Pure Reason chal-
lenges the very metaframework of Western philosophy, as Cassirer
seems to think. On the contrary, to a considerable extent the presup-
positions and conceptual grids delivered by substance metaphysics still
serve as the default metaframework that is tacitly taken for granted.
Viewed from within a substantivist metaframework, then, the Kantian
insight concerning human finitude is typically interpreted in negative
terms as an earnest reminder about the insufficiencies of the human
intellect compared to the perfect intellect of, say, a godlike being who 
would be able to know things as they ‘really are’ and not only as they
‘appear’ to a human observer. The physicist and philosopher of science
Abner Shimony, for example, connects the Kantian insight with a loss of 
naivety. According to Shimony, contemporary philosophers of science
are now ready to admit ‘the pervasiveness of subjective contributions to
human representations’, as he puts it.67 For all that, Shimony is not will-
ing to accept what he takes to be the Kantian idea that human knowl-
edge is limited, in principle, to mere appearances. Nor is he willing to
accept the philosopher of mind Hilary Putnam’s contention of reality 
being, in principle, language- or mind-dependent.68 Taking his inspira-
tion from Aristotle, Shimony’s project is to integrate epistemology with
metaphysics and the natural sciences. This means that the knowing
subject is to be understood as an entity in nature – that is, as an entity 
whose cognitive powers can be explained exhaustively from within a
naturalistic worldview that emphasizes causal relations between mental
and physical events. What is of relevance here, to the concerns of the
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present chapter, is how this project of ‘naturalizing’ human cognition 
moves Shimony to view all kinds of human formative powers with sus-
picion as potential sources of error. He quotes approvingly from Francis 
Bacon when the latter warns against false notions or ‘idols’ that may
divert the cognizing subject from knowing the truth of nature:

For it is a false assertion that the sense of man is the measure of 
things. On the contrary, all perceptions as well of the sense as of the 
mind are according to the measure of the individual and not accord-
ing to the measure of the universe. And the human understanding is
like a false mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and dis-
colours the nature of things, by mingling its own nature with it.69

As should be clear from this, Shimony advocates a scientific realism that
adheres to a substantivist standard of truth, where the scientific object
is conceived as a self-subsisting entity. He considers it a sound strategy, 
therefore, to try to distinguish the ‘intrinsic’ properties of the object 
from the qualities that are merely ‘projected onto it’ by human beings.
The formative powers that are involved in perception and cognition
are understood by Shimony to cause distortions. But in an attempt to
vindicate, as he says, the optimist spirit of Bacon, he believes it pos-
sible to correct these ‘generic imperfections’ of the human cognizing 
system. If we fine-tune our methods, if we study the cognitive apparatus
scientifically – that is, through neurophysiology, perceptual psychology,y
cognitive psychology and related disciplines – then it will be possible
to identify and correct all kinds of subjective sources of error, includ-
ing those fallacies that originate in language or culture.70 As should be
clear from this, Shimony invariably treats human formative powers in 
negative terms, as they are associated with false notions, distortions
and imperfections. And when it comes to the philosophical problems
of language and culture, he effectively reduces these to questions of 
constraints that are imposed on the proper operations of the mind, which
is conceived by him as an essentially natural system.

What I find to be Cassirer’s main contribution to epistemology has
to do with the way that he, in contrast to scientific realists such as
Shimony as well as to relativists and sceptics, sets out to develop a posi-
tive notion of the ‘limits’ of cognition. It is with a view to this audacious
undertaking that he advances one of his very few explicit criticisms of 
Kant: even Kant, Cassirer points out, seems to focus more on the nega-
tive consequences of his doctrine – that humans cannot know ‘things 
in themselves’ – than on his new positive insight – namely, that the 
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genuine objectivity of knowledge is based on and secured in the free
spontaneity of human beings.71 Following up on this, Cassirer reworks 
the notion of knowledge so that it comes to involve an active ‘grasp-
ing’. In ‘Form and Technology’ he maintains that theoretical thought 
has an instrumental side to it. It comprehends reality by ‘“gripping
onto it” through the medium of efficacy’.72 With his active and inter-
ventional notion of knowledge, and with his idea of the crucial role
played by material tools in cognizing, Cassirer comes close to a diverse
group of contemporary philosophers of science whom Don Ihde brings
together under the term ‘instrumental realists’. This group of thinkers,
which apart from Ihde himself includes names such as Hubert Dreyfus
and Ian Hacking,73 are all critical of the classical philosophy of science 
with its abstract approach to knowledge and its penchant for ‘rational’
(linguistic, logical, or propositional) methods. The instrumental realists
emphasize instead science as practice, and particularly, the embodiment 
of science in technology. Scientists are understood by these pragmatic 
technology-oriented philosophers to intervene into reality through
instruments that enhance perception and make phenomena manipu-
latable. The instrumental realists diverge, however, on the question of 
whether or not scientific instruments ‘deliver’ reality. Speaking on his
own behalf, Ihde sounds almost like Cassirer when he maintains that
scientific instruments both transform and deliver the target phenome-
non. The same is the case when he characterizes the procedure of meas-
uring as ‘a way of seeing’ and science as a ‘specialized mode of world
exhibition’. However, whereas Ihde sees this shift from ‘theory-prone’
to ‘praxis-prone’ approaches as an indication of a general shrinking in
size and significance of ‘the territories previously taken as theoretical’,
leaving us with a notion of theorizing as ‘a highly speculative exercise
of scientific imagination’,74 Cassirer opts instead for an interpretation 
in terms of an expansion and subsequent transformation of the theoreti-
cal domain as traditionally understood. For, as we have seen, granting
formative or transformative capacities to technology is for Cassirer tan-
tamount to granting it a theoretical or cognitive import. The domain of 
logos, therefore, extends to material tools and instruments – including 
the procedures of measurement and the experimental techniques of 
science. And again the extension applies in both directions. For on a
differential account, theorizing – no matter how ‘speculative’ – is never 
pure. The classical philosophers of science, therefore, fell short, not only
because they ignored the cognitive import of scientific instruments,
but also because they failed to acknowledge the embodied and material
nature of their own rational methods. For, as Cassirer makes clear in
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‘Form and Technology’, symbols too have an instrumental side to them; 
symbols too are ‘tools of the mind’.
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4
The Struggle of Titans 

Ernst Jünger and Ernst Cassirer: Vitalist and 
Enlightenment Philosophies of Technology
in Weimar Germany

Frederik Stjernfelt

When you read the planned fourth volume of Ernst Cassirer’s Philosophy 
of Symbolic Forms (Philosophie der symbolischen Formen IV(( , written aroundV
1928–29, but only published as the first volume of his Nachlass in 1995),
you find an acute diagnosis of the philosophical situation in Germany 
and indeed the whole of Europe at the time. The main opposition to
Cassirer’s own position and the broad neo-Kantian tradition to which 
he belongs is taken to be the Lebensphilosophie, vitalism – here analysed
and attacked in its different shapes in Klages, Scheler, Bergson and
Heidegger. At the famous Davos confrontation between Cassirer and
Heidegger in 1929, this opposition between the tempered rationalism of 
neo-Kantianism and the decisionist irrationalism of vitalism disguised as
phenomenology naturally forms the axis of the discussion: the mature 
Bildungsbürger Cassirer bases his lecture on his recently developed doc-r
trine of ‘symbolic forms’ – a sweeping generalization of the neo-Kantian
emphasis on the philosophy of science to cover also language, myth, the 
arts and so on – while the young rebel Heidegger places himself on the 
side of life, with his blending of phenomenology with philosophy of life 
in his doctrine of the hard destiny of the existence of Dasein which is 
able to realize this destiny only in certain ‘Spitzenaugenblicke’ in life.

Not long after this meeting, Cassirer expands his doctrine of symbolic
forms to cover technology, in his innovative piece about the philosophy 
of technology presented in the long 1930 essay ‘Form und Technik’ (‘Form
and Technology’). Heidegger’s mature philosophy of technology, of ‘das 
Gestell’ (‘the Enframing’), had to wait until after the war – but one of the
main influences of that philosophy, Ernst Jünger’s book-length essay Der 
Arbeiter: Herrschaft und Gestalt (t The Worker: Dominion and Gestalt) was also t
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developed at the turn of the decade to appear in 1932.1 Jünger was indeed 
an even more staunch vitalist than his friend Heidegger – and the two of 
them form, together with Carl Schmitt, the leading figures of what was 
later called ‘the conservative revolution’, the right-wing philosophy of 
life of 1920s Germany, to some extent intermixed with or inspiring early 
Nazism. Cassirer’s and Jünger’s philosophies of technology thus give us
a dual picture of the approach to the pressing issue of technology during 
the intensive modernization of the interwar period in two of the major
currents of early twentieth-century thought: neo-Kantianism and vital-
ism. Jünger’s brand of vitalism is interesting to the extent that he – unlike
much vitalism inimical towards modernity and civilization – does not 
argue against technology, quite the contrary. This may even give rise to
hasty identifications between the two Ernsts; thus Andreas Luckner says: 
‘The central question in Ernst Cassirer or Ernst Jünger on the one hand,
in Oswald Spengler and Lewis Mumford on the other, was whether “the”
technology was the basis of culture or the enemy of culture.’2 It is correct
that the two of them agree to the degree that none of them participates 
in the nostalgic and reactionary rejection of technology which was wide-
spread in the period. But, apart from that, their appreciations of technol-
ogy differ widely, to say the least.

In this  chapter, my aim is to compare the two in order to profile 
Cassirer’s analysis of technology. I begin with Jünger’s strange and fore-
boding doctrine.

Technics as Titanic destiny

Ernst Jünger served as a soldier during most of World War I, was wounded
many times and received the highest German decoration ‘Pour le
mérite’. His breakthrough, also to an international audience, was his 
famous 1920 war diary In Stahlgewittern, related in a cool, detached voice. 
The war experience shaped Jünger’s general perception: to him, World 
War I formed the historical decline and fall of the bourgeois epoch in 
history, which signalled what would come next, after the decisive ‘intru-
sion of elementary powers into bourgeois space’ as he called it.3 The 
years around 1930 saw him extrapolate this war doctrine to more general 
claims, in the ecstatic prose poems of Das abenteuerliche Herz (1929/38), 
in the essays ‘Die totale Mobilmachung’ and ‘Über den Schmerz’ (1930
and 1934) and, most thoroughly, in the book Der Arbeiter: Herrschaft und 
Gestalt (1932). The German concept of ‘total mobilization’ forms the t
entrance to his doctrine of technology. The idea is that World War I 
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warfare – wherein, of course, the origin of the concept lay – showed that
war was no longer a special task for armies fighting it out on battlefields
remote from ordinary life; war was rather a test of life and death for the 
whole of the society and state involved. The country that is able to 
mobilize, to the most total degree, production, organization, propaganda 
and dedication will be the one to win the war. This, of course, holds
consequences for peacetime also: in order to prepare for war, modern 
societies must already, during peace, enter a state of total mobilization, 
involving mass industrialization and coordination on a hitherto 
unprecedented scale of intensity, range and planning. In Der Arbeiter,r
this idea is interpreted as the outer sign of a major historical destiny 
deeply affecting modern bourgeois democratic societies, busily trans-
forming them into a completely new type of state – the ‘Gestalt of the
Worker’ hinted at by the book title. Jünger’s idea is that the worker is no 
historical product, much less a historical contingency; rather the worker 
is an overall whole, a gestalt, which is appearing as the overarching
structuring principle of a new period about to be born. Everything will
now be measured on whether it participates in the worker gestalt or not.
This is evident in frontline experience as a drive towards disillusion-
ment, de-individualization and objectification: ‘In this landscape, where
the individual may be discerned only with great effort, fire has burnt out 
everything which does not have an objective character.’4 The difference 
between working and fighting tends to evaporate within the confines of 
total mobilization, and the worker enters into the line of command and 
receives orders on a par with the warrior. Total mobilization is thus a
raging, unstoppable process quickly transforming society, destroying 
bourgeois values, individualism and safety, without yet articulating a 
new set of values. The current period is thus a chaotic nihilist intermedi-
ary, before the worker’s gestalt has fully emerged to reveal itself, before 
order will be restored and a new set of values take over: ‘We live in one 
of those rare epochs where no power rules anymore and no power yet 
rules.’5 This interim period is, at the same time, the period of technolo-
gization. To Jünger, the issue of technology is thus tightly connected to 
his conception of the worker gestalt, and his doctrine of technology is
developed within the framework of Der Arbeiter. It is characteristic that
the single technician does not himself realize his role in this process: he 
remains closely tied to his specific technical task while the totality of 
work and the overall technologization process escapes him. In general, 
human beings do not have any direct relation to technology at all,
which is why all attempts to explain technology from such a relation – be
they optimist or pessimist, seeing the human being as the creator or the 
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victim of technology – invariably fail.6 Rather ‘Die Technik ist die Art 
und Weise, in der die Gestalt des Arbeiters die Welt mobilisiert’ – Jünger’s
frequently repeated basic doctrine: technology is the way in which the
worker gestalt mobilizes the world. The decisive issue will then be to 
what degree man is able to represent this worker’s gestalt. Technology is
the language of the working world, a general language with both 
grammar and metaphysics, which is why any specific piece of machinery 
is just as secondary as man: both of them are merely organs for this
language to express itself. Here we find an almost phenomenological
bracketing: man and machine are bracketed to the benefit of the con-
nection between the two – which is technology as the language of the 
working world. This technological world thus has its own laws alien to 
human understanding, just like armament plans may have deeper pur-
poses unknown to the understanding of the planner. History is thus
seen as driven by its own deep forces and motives, beyond human 
control and to a large extent also beyond human understanding. Earlier 
human positions and connections outside this world – such as bourgeoi-
sie, Christians or  nationalists – are attacked by technology which inevi-
tably destroys anything which goes against total mobilization. This 
process thus forms the decisive historical event of our age, surpassing in
importance even the French Revolution and the Reformation.7 All 
special privileges fall away during the process; the bourgeois way of life,
in particular, loses hope every day because of the introduction of elemen-
tary powers (war, revolution, inflation, technology and so on) into the
apparent security of bourgeois society, finally to destroy that society 
completely. To that extent, Jünger’s doctrine clearly forms part of what 
has been called ‘the ideas of 1914’ as against the ‘ideas of 1789’ – setting 
conservative and collectivist values up against the individualist and
universal ideals of the Enlightenment. But these conservative values are 
not simply reactionary demands for a return to pre-1789 principles of 
religion and politics; rather, they brusquely finish off any remnants of 
such values as well: technology destroys any religion and forms the
strongest anti-Christian power yet experienced. ‘Where technical 
symbols appear, space is emptied of all other forces, of the world of 
larger and lesser spirits which have established themselves there.’8 This
does not mean, however, that the worker is without faith; rather, he
marks the return to a world in which life and cult are again identical
(‘Leben und Kultus identisch sind’).9 The values to (re-)appear are thus 
vitalist – which is why greater piety is now observed in movie theatres 
or at motor races than in churches and temples. Jünger’s idea is thus that 
a new cult is rapidly developing within technology which at the same 
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time releases and revitalizes ancient forces and principles. In this doc-
trine, he is at once futurist and conservative and thus a leading member
of the ‘conservative revolution’, taking the return to earlier values not 
to refer to pre-1789 dynasties or clergies, but to much more ancient, 
even eternal vital principles. In this process, the faith of the nineteenth
century, that of progress, is also doomed to destruction.10 The bourgeois 
conception of technology – as an organ for progress, leading to virtuous 
perfection, closely connected to the values of knowledge, ethics, human-
ity, comfort – is only one face of technology’s Janus head, the other face
being the fact that all technologies possess, as Jünger stated in Das aben-
teuerliche Herz, their own war potential (‘potentiel de guerre’). A locomo-
tive may pull a diner wagon as well as military troops, and the chemical
production of nitrates may be used for fertilizing fields as well as for 
explosives.11 This is why total mobilization accelerates ever stronger
during technologization, even if it appears superficially peaceful; it 
inevitably pulls both individuals and societies into the worker-soldier’s 
way of life. The war thus displays the power of technology in its pure
form, beyond any connection to progress or to economy. Hence, tech-
nology is no neutral stock of practical means for different purposes; 
rather, it fundamentally changes the whole lifestyle of those who adopt 
it. The field which is fed by artificial fertilizer is no longer the same field, 
and the peasant cultivating it has become part of the  worker’s gestalt12 – 
an example which Heidegger was famously to elaborate on13 – and the 
difference between urban and rural areas evaporates along with the
peasant lifestyle: ‘The man who admits an electrical connection may 
achieve greater comfort but also less independence than he who lights
his oil lamp.’14 Jünger’s doctrine thus also forms one of the early accounts
of globalization: the nation that makes use of machines,  engineers and 
special workers enters into a visible or invisible tribute relation which 
blows all traditional connections apart. The result – not unlike Marx’s
analysis of capitalism – is anarchy. But the anarchical result only forms 
a specific phase in Jünger’s account. This is because anarchy only forms
the prerequisite for the formation of new structure: ‘This anarchy is
nothing but the first necessary step leading to new hierarchies.’15 The 
atomizing of former structures actually diminishes the resistance against 
becoming part of a new ‘organic world construction’.16 It is almost a
positively turned version of Hannah Arendt’s famous hypothesis that
modern totalitarianism is possible only on the basis of the atomization
of individuals in bourgeois society; in Jünger, the new totalitarianisms 
are accepted, if not greeted, as facts and ‘In technology we acknowledge
the most efficient and most irrefutable means of total revolution.’17 It is 
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important, moreover, to note the emphasis on new ‘organic’ construc-
tions: Jünger’s conception of technology is not mechanistic; rather, the
deep involvement of the worker in the process marks the transgression 
of any distinction between mechanic and organic structures. 
Understanding is unable to grasp this development because it remains
tied to space-time representation, Jünger maintains – the worker’s gestalt
being a structuring force beyond space-time. This tie to space-time rep-
resentation and the idea of progress is, at the same time, the reason why 
bourgeois understanding naively imagines technology will develop
indefinitely. It will not.18 The process of technologization will only con-
tinue until it has provided tools for the ‘special demands which the
worker’s gestalt subjects it to’19 – demands which we still do not know 
because the process has not yet ended to reveal its purpose. This is why 
contemporary land- and cityscape look like workshops and our era is
unable to construct lasting monuments. Urban environments are split 
between museums, protecting and displaying remnants of former,
orderly times, on the one hand, and constantly changing industrial 
areas on the other. At the same time, technology approaches perfection,
and the day it is achieved, technology development will come to a
complete halt. Then there will be no technical service which is not con-
nected to other such services, and the sum of special working properties 
will constitute one total working gestalt; all of society will be welded 
together into one gigantic instrument.20 The whole process takes the 
same overall character as the growth of a plant, where only the mature 
organism allows us to grasp the reason for the earlier phases of its devel-
opment. Another metaphor of Jünger’s to express this development is 
that of a pyramid, where the four sides are under construction and 
where the finishing summit can be expected within a foreseeable 
future.

Jünger’s understanding of man and machine as mere side effects of the
technologization process, of course, leaves the issue of what effect this
process will have on life. Nobody would learn any definite skill, every-
body would remain in education, everybody would have to run faster 
and faster. It is already the case, just like in battle, that these demands
result in many victims – but they must be seen as martyrs for the height-
ening and intensifying of life to a new level of organization, where the
present, chaotic and revolutionary space will give way to a new, highly 
ordered space. This end of technology development thus coincides with 
the appearance of a new type of total political power where ordered life, 
according to the gestalt, becomes possible, and the planned economy 
will form part of the structure, as this new order would follow different 
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economical and business laws from those currently in place. Technology 
will be perfect and easy to understand (it would automatically include 
plant and animal parts); long-lasting calculability will erase the experi-
mental qualities of present technology and it will again become possible 
to erect monuments.21 This new order demands no less than global
validity.22 Technology is thus no separated causal system; rather, it is 
intrinsically connected to social power.23 As against the more tradition-
ally conservative scepticism regarding technology, Jünger’s doctrine
identifies technology and nature: ‘Technics and nature are not oppo-
sites – if they are experienced like that, it is a sign that life is not in 
order.’24 As technology possesses its own laws, it is beyond human power 
to make decisions to influence the end of technology; all we can do is
to sacrifice ourselves by throwing ourselves into the process in order to 
speed it up as much as possible: ‘it is rather our task to increase the force 
and velocity of the processes, in which we are seized’.25 By such sacrifice,
the new society at the end of the process will come nearer.

Jünger leaves nobody in doubt that this process is also one with imme-
diate political consequences: ‘The entry into imperial space presupposes
a testing and a hardening of the landscapes of planning, of which we
may not even today have any idea,’26 leading to new kinds of states 
beyond any present comparison. ‘It is, however, possible to predict that
neither work nor democracy, in the ordinary sense of these words, will 
then be spoken about.’27 Jünger is unequivocal in his description of the 
totalitarian, worldwide workers’ empire about to be realized. Even if the
description borrows much from Soviet Bolshevism and Italian fascism – 
and from German Nazism still reaching for power – direct references to 
these political projects are absent in the book’s more general, divinatory
descriptions. The book’s project is, rather, to distill the essentials of these
developments and make a prognostic of their general direction. In the
destiny-ridden language of the book, this direction is depicted more like
an uninterruptable process than a political choice pro et con, which is 
also why its last lines make the following dark demand: ‘It is impossible, 
without being touched, to observe how human beings are occupied, in 
the midst of chaotic zones, by the readiness to use weapons and the hard-
ening of hearts, and how they can reject the pathway of happiness. Here,
the effort which is expected of us is one of participation and duty.’28

Technology as symbolic form

Cassirer’s account of technology makes up part of his mature philosophy of 
symbolic forms. At the same time, it occupies a strange,  stepdaughter-like
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place in that doctrine. While myth, language and science appear as
prototypical symbolic forms and thus occupy one volume each of 
Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, other symbolic forms like art, 
politics and religion are treated less thoroughly. Technology counts 
among them, being only dealt with in the 1930 essay ‘Form and
Technology’. And even this essay deals, to a large extent, with the
refutation of received conceptions of technology of the period; it does
not include the analysis of any single example of technology. To that
extent it falls prey to phenomenology’s criticism of neo-Kantianism in
general: examples are strangely lacking, as Husserl once wrote about 
Heinrich Rickert: ‘one does not find one single example – and one also 
does not miss one’.29 The latter is not quite true, though; in a field as
wide as technology, ranging from quill pens to telegraphs, from flint
axes to movie theatres, analytical examples would surely strengthen 
the account. Cassirer’s paper remains, though, a rare and early example
of an attempt at positively defining technology. Let us run through
its main ideas. For a start, Cassirer is in agreement with Jünger about
the spread and centrality of technology in present culture and society,
measured in terms of its actual workings and services: even its enemies
are now forced to make use of it. Vitalism, itself, becomes subject to
the forces of technology – even in the cases when it most decidedly
opposes it.30 But if technologization may not be contained or stopped, 
like the case in Jünger, to Cassirer it does not call for subservience 
and duty – quite the contrary. His main contention is that technology
crucially and in a new way poses the question of the freedom of the
human mind. But philosophy has not yet investigated the meaning and
legitimacy of technology, its origin and validity, as it has other domains
of  culture – due to its seemingly peripheral character. The central task 
is thus to determine its place in relation to other such domains. In line 
with Cassirer’s overall philosophy, the sequence now followed is, first, 
to investigate its meaning – the idea which motivates it – and from 
there proceed to the issues of its being and legitimacy.31 Cassirer here
refers to the remarkable fact that, in devising his doctrine of ideas, Plato
built on technological examples rather than natural ones. The idea of 
a technological device is not an imitation of an existing entity; rather
it is only accessible via grasping its eidos and telos in order to bring 
it into existence.32 Thus, the technological invention is aimed at a
general form which is what provides the essence of that invention. Just 
as he emphasizes the necessary materiality of language, he emphasizes
the ideality of technology: both are material systems invested with 
ideality – to put it one way, they are ‘extended minds’ – an idealityyy
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defined by the invariance of different material instantiations of the
same sign or machine.33

Cassirer finds accounts of this ideality of technology in contemporary 
philosophers like Friedrich Dessauer and Max Eyth – and this is why it 
must be distinguished from natural science with which it is very easily 
confused, as when speaking about ‘applied science’. In Jünger, the iden-
tification between the two was the other way around: science is not-yet-
constructed technology. To Cassirer, the important issue is to find the
relation of technology to the totality and universality of human spirit,
and this is only possible ‘when we focus on the concept of form rather 
than the concept of being as understood in the natural sciences’,g 34 the 
form of technical working. But form and meaning must here be dis-
tinguished sharply from value. Cassirer here argues against a tradition,
originating with Rousseau, of (vulgar) pragmatism, focusing upon pleas-
ure and utility and forcing technology to be judged by criteria foreign
to itself. Technology must be judged in its functioning, in becoming; 
it must be given a genetic definition.35 Cassirer thus opts for a func-
tional understanding of technology, related – but not identical – to his 
famous functional theory of science developed from Substanzbegriff und 
Funktionsbegriff (1910) onwards. The idea here, of course, was that thef
object of science is not the substance of things, but the invariances in
functional interrelations between entities.36

Max Eyth’s claim that language and technology were man’s two origi-
nal faculties (Eyth tends to praise the former and forget the latter) points
for Cassirer to a genuine problem, because language always had a deep-
seated instrumental meaning along with its descriptive and theoretical
meaning: the basic duplicity in understanding of thought and action.37

Here, Cassirer sharply distinguishes between magic and technological
mastery of nature, and consequently argues against Frazer’s idea of 
magic as primitive technology. In magic, man is not a scientist with 
limited tools; rather man falls victim to his own immediate desires – he 
has not yet made the stable distinction between subject and object
which is developed in phase of Darstellung, representation, in specificgg
ways in each of the symbolic forms. In magic, man has substituted
his subjection to his own immediate desire to shape the world for his
subjection to immediate expression. By contrast, Cassirer’s claim is that
technology requires quite the opposite: the distancing of immediate
desire. Desire is preserved – but kept at a distance which allows the find-
ing and construction of a governed outlet for its impulses.38 Only when 
the goal is placed in a remote position does an objective experience 
become possible39 in which nature is represented as an  independent
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realm of being with its own structures and powers which you must be
subject to if you want to use them: ‘Human beings no longer attempt
to make reality amenable to their desires with various methods of magic
and enchantment. They take it as an independent and characteristic
“structure”.’40 Reality is represented in such a way that its plasticity is
placed in a frame determining certain rules for the possible outcomes.
The first tool is, at the same time, the first mediation, making possible
also understanding, characterized by indirect mediation between begin-
ning and end: the tool constitutes, in itself, a ‘terminus medius’, an
intermediate concept.41 Thus learning intermittently to look away from
his goal, man achieves the ability to reach it, unlike the animal remain-
ing bound by instinct to certain procedures. Here, Cassirer invokes Kant
against Frazer: causal understanding requires the concept of necessary 
connection, and not merely Frazerian associations sufficient for con-
stituting the realm of magic. The tool presents a tie between different
objective determinations, that of the tool and that of its object, grasped
in the synthesis of functional unity. These ideas, possibly influenced by
Heidegger’s analysis of ‘Zuhandenheit’ (‘readiness-to-hand’) in the first 
part of Sein und Zeit (t Being and Time(( ), result in the claim that, in the tool
world, there are no mere things – rather a whole of mathematical vec-
tors. Cassirer thus situates technology in an organic holism not unlike
Jünger. But while the latter’s holism tended to embrace the whole of 
technological society, thus precluding the initiative of man, Cassirer’s 
organic holism remains on a much smaller scale, compatible with 
human freedom. Both language and tools easily appear, now, to primi-
tive man as a foreign pandemonium he has not himself created – but in
Cassirer’s account of the Enlightenment process man gradually realizes
more and more that he is, in fact, its free creator; a new subjectivity of 
Titanic pride and freedom emerges as the correlative of technological 
development.42 Quite unlike Jünger, who saw the Titanic as referring 
to the worker’s gestalt, which increasingly subjects the individual 
to a new totalitarian order, Cassirer sees the Titanic in man himself, 
gradually acquiring greater mastery over technological development.
Thus, technology is what makes possible the distinction of human
will from mere desire and expression of wishes, as emphasized by John
Michael Krois.43 Technology, from this perspective, thus forms an
overlooked prerequisite to central human phenomena like ethics and
individual personality. The will is, unlike mere wishes, subject to ethical
judgment – because the distance between the will and its object, means 
and ends, makes possible the distinction between different wilful series
of actions. Similarly, defining personality as the consistency of action,44
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Cassirer makes the symbolic form of technology central to the devel-
opment of individuality. The functional joining together of objects
with respect to a goal is central, both for the external construction of 
technology and the individual’s construction of its habitual action and,
thus, of the individual itself. Here, Jünger’s idea that technologization 
necessitates the de-individualization, standardization and hardening
of persons to the extent that it calls for the creation of a new type of 
human being45 points in the exact opposite direction. In Cassirer, the
gradual development of technology not only gradually extends human
freedom but participates in the unfolding of individuality, its critical 
and ethical self-control.

Cassirer versus vitalist criticism of technology

Of course, Cassirer immediately needed to address the vitalist worries,
widespread at the time, regarding the possible alienation of man in the
face of the increasing technological productions. Jünger’s interpretation
of technology had not yet appeared, so Cassirer could not address that.
It is doubtful, however, that he would have done, even if he had known 
about it (see below).

But towards the end of the paper, Cassirer, over and over again, con-
fronts the pessimist claims in criticisms like those of Ludwig Klages,
Georg Simmel, or Walther Rathenau, in order to make his own final
position clear. It is interesting to note here that, apart from Klages (who
most decidedly belonged to the right wing), Cassirer mainly concen-
trates his discussion on versions of vitalism which do not belong to the
right wing – those of the two Jewish democrats, Simmel and Rathenau
(the latter a liberal and the former probably a social democrat). This 
permitted him to appreciate aspects of their criticism and ascribe to it
an – albeit restricted – validity before proceeding to his counterattack.
As the articulation of Cassirer’s final position is filtered through his dis-
cussion with these vitalists, let us take them one by one.

The vitalist Ludwig Klages, the detractor of ‘logocentrism’, is here
typecast as a cultural pessimist, protecting the vegetative soul against
the destructivity of technological mind and spirit. Cassirer may seem
surprisingly easy in admitting the obvious destructive effects of techno-
logical spirit. As a cure, he here points to Schiller’s concept of Spieltrieb:
only in playing and creating, man himself is created as such.46 But to 
Cassirer, all of the symbolic forms take part in such creative processes: 
‘Each new gestalt of the world opened up by these energies is likewise
always a new opening out of inner existence; it does not obscure this 
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existence, but makes it visible from a new perspective.’47 In a double 
movement back and forth, every symbolic form makes a new kind of 
subjectivity crystallize on the part of man. Here, Cassirer refers to Ernst 
Kapp’s interesting idea that only through technology man becomes 
able to understand the workings of his own organs.48 Technology pro-
vides a special dimension of man’s understanding of himself; even if 
technology begins as the simple prolongation of man’s bodily abilities,
it quickly loses these ties and may develop solutions working wholly
differently from nature’s bodily functions: the aeroplane uses different
flying techniques than the bird flapping its wings. Cassirer is by no
means unreceptive, however, to the complaints of vitalists that tech-
nology does in fact drive out man from a paradise of immediacy: ‘The 
moment the human being devotes himself to the hard law of techno-
logical work, the abundance of immediate and unbiased happiness that
organic existence and activity had given him fades away forever’49 – as if 
that life was not also solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short, as Hobbes
would have it.

More precisely, the problem inherent in technology is that tools 
obey their own laws, which break into the free rhythms of organic
life50 – Cassirer’s version of his old teacher Georg Simmel’s ‘tragedy of 
culture’ that man invents more and more things which form external
constraints turning against the world of the subject. Technology follows 
its own laws, alien to simple, organic existence. And, what is more, the
tragedy also stems from the danger that technology may overstate its
aims and infringe on those of other symbolic forms. Thus, its relation
to them must also be settled. This is not, of course, a task which may 
be completed within the scope of this single article, but Cassirer makes
some initial inroads into this problem, especially in distinguishing tech-
nology from the symbolic forms of science and art, with which it shares
some properties; this should not prompt the identification of them nor
relations of dominance between them. Science and technology as sym-
bolic forms constrain and support each other – Cassirer quotes Goethe’s 
pragmatist words on the unity of thought and action; their decisive
difference lies in the former’s reference to what is, and the latter’s to 
what can be done, in cases where that answer may only be given in
the shape of the invention and construction of certain artefacts.51 The
technician, as it were, is a demiurge who selects among existing pos-
sibilities; he must find the solution in the world of ideas and transport
it into this world.52 Cassirer thus escapes the fateful tendency in much
twentieth-century German thought indiscriminately to identify science 
and technology.53 On the other side, Cassirer distances himself from
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a too close an identification of technology and art, even if creativity and
aesthetics do take part in both of them, when form celebrates its victory 
over matter. Art, however, remains tied to subjective expression and
the synthesis between the objectivity of the artwork and the subjectiv-
ity expressed therein, whereas creativity plays another, more objective 
role in technology. The bottom line remains that even if technology 
does indeed have rules and principles of its own, its overall place in the
interplay of symbolic forms must be decided by which general purposes
it serves in human development.

In the overall perspective, Cassirer, of course, takes the side of techno-
logical mediation, the main arguments against the Simmelian criticism
being two. First, Simmel’s alleged tragedy of culture remains indiscrimi-
nately the same in all areas – language, science, arts and the like; all of 
them are, just like technology, objective devices created by us and subse-
quently also constraining us, and it would obviously be meaningless to
imagine a serious political resistance against all such forms. Technology 
only differs from the other symbolic forms in displaying this fact more
evidently. Second, and most decisively, the basic measuring stick of all 
symbolic forms must come not from life, not from pleasure and dis-
pleasure – but from freedom and lack of freedom.54 Thus, Cassirer’s final 
vindication of technology rests on the fact that it does, in fact, increase
human freedom; if it led to still more subjection or slavery, it should 
be discarded. In Jünger’s conception, by contrast, that is exactly the 
predicament of modern technology. This forms Cassirer’s decisive argu-
ment: it is indeed correct, as the vitalists claim, that technology forces
man away from any idea of a life immediately and organically embed-
ded in nature. But the vitalist criteria, are not sufficient. The more basic
critieria to be used are those of the human mind (Geist), implying thet
renouncement of simple organic pleasure in favour of freedom. This is
how man is cast as a Titan, not without heroism: ‘For the path of mind
stands here as everywhere under the law of renunciation, under the
command of a heroic will that knows it can only reach its goal through 
such renunciation, establishing itself through it and renouncing all
naive and impulsive longings for happiness.’55 Freedom is not easily
reached, and Cassirer here points to the fact that the achievement of 
freedom must renounce other criteria like that of simple pleasure or
happiness, however tempting they may appear.

And this is why Cassirer’s complex conclusion may seem to vacillate 
between a pessimist criticism of technology and the claim that tech-
nology, in return, brings with it new aspects of subjectivity. In a final
confrontation with the vitalist criticism, now in the shape of Walther 
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Rathenau’s attacks on the technical culture,56 Cassirer initially goes far
in embracing his sombre views: ‘Whoever does not from the begin-
ning subscribe to the demands of simple utility and instead treasures
the meaning of ethical and spiritual standards, cannot carelessly pass
over the grave inner damages of a lauded “technological culture”.’57

He paraphrases Rathenau as follows: ‘On one hand, there is completely 
soulless and mechanized work, the hardest chore. On the other hand,
there is unrestricted will to power and will to rule, unrestrained ambi-
tion and meaningless consumerism.’58 Might not all this be read just as 
Cassirer paraphrasing Rathenau, only in order to refute him – or does 
he, to some degree, agree with Rathenau’s verdict? When introducing 
Rathenau, Cassirer unambiguously embraces this criticism: ‘Few modern
thinkers have as keenly observed and forcefully uncovered this damage
as Walther Rathenau. He has done so with growing zeal and passion 
in his writing.’59 This technological desert landscape creates an empty 
hunger of pure hedonism: ‘Every satisfied need serves only to bring forth
new needs in increasing measure – and, once you have entered it, there 
is no escape from this cycle.’60 After thus admitting the force of tradi-
tional conservative criticism of the drawbacks of technology, Cassirer 
brings forth his central argument: these drawbacks do not stem from the
essence of technology, its gestalting principle, but remain mere external
effects of capitalism.61 This idea seems, in fact, to stem from Rathenau,62

himself an industrialist who, despite of his pessimist attacks on technol-
ogy, maintained the inevitability of the process of technologization.
Rathenau found its dark implications could be mended by rationaliza-
tion, of which he was one of the early great proponents, both in theory 
and practice, on the one hand, and state intervention against capitalist
excesses, on the other. Cassirer’s final distinction between the spirit 
of technology and the spirit of capitalism thus explicitly stems from 
Rathenau. Cassirer now develops further the idea from the confronta-
tion with Klages that the development of technology has its goal not 
only in subjecting the forces of nature to the service of mankind, but 
also in subjecting the chaotic forces of man himself to a similar rule,
thereby raising and shaping the will and the ethics of work. In this inter-
pretation, technology thus also contains the cure against capitalism. The
idea is that technology as such creates a community of destiny urging 
solidarity between the people participating in it63 and thus that its out-
ward thrust is supplemented by its evolution of a new form of subjectiv-
ity, in relation to whose purposes technology must remain a servant.

Edward Skidelsky (2008) rightly observes that this hopeful  conclusion 
is indeed vague – and goes on to claim it proves the overall  failure of 
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Cassirer’s attempt at including technology in his philosophy. Cassirer’s 
support for Rathenau’s acerbic anti-technological observations are not
convincingly argued away by the reference to solidarity; rather they 
prove that Cassirer’s principle that each symbolic form should be 
judged by its own internal criteria only, or at least primarily, found-
ers in the meeting with technology. For his refusal to accept Rathenau
stems from an ordinary moralist, anti-hedonist critique, not in any
way from criteria specific to the symbolic form of technology, accord-
ing to Skidelsky.64 But Cassirer’s quasi-Marxist pointing to the emer-
gence of a technological solidarity, however vague, does not fall prey
to Skidelsky’s criticism. For Cassirer’s analysis of technology as the
joining of objects into a functional whole might have its subjective
correlate not only in the individual’s articulation of and control of his
will (see Krois above), but also, intersubjectively, in the articulation 
of a functional whole of interacting, creative human beings. Such a
joining together in a functional whole, however, might easily acquire
the scent of totalitarianism. Here, Jünger’s parallel pointing to tech-
nologization as the joining together of human beings into an over-
arching functional whole permits us to see the difference. The whole 
in Jünger has its own, deep laws, alien to human understanding, and
its totality on a global level precludes any individual influence upon
it – indeed, serves to eradicate what may have been left of such influ-
ence. Cassirer’s functional whole differs from such views in two ways:
even if it also has its own rules, alien to immediate organic pleasure, it 
is no global destiny, but tied to the range and effect of each single piece 
of technology. Even if Cassirer does not himself undertake analyses of 
specific pieces of technology in ‘Form and Technology’, his conceptual 
apparatus opens the possibility of such analyses in terms of the specific 
Gefüge, the specific part–whole articulation of the functioning of the
human–machine interface in each single case. Thus, unlike Jünger and 
the vitalists, Cassirer’s conception does not preclude human freedom, 
but rather emphasizes the possibility of specific further developments 
of that freedom, both in terms of new action types being made possible
by technology and, more broadly, in terms of participating in the fur-
ther, collective development of technology.65 Seen from a Cassirerian
point of view, Jünger’s doctrine, by contrast, is an example of mythi-
cal consciousness, an ideological relapse subjecting man to dark forces 
beyond any possible control: from the point of view of Cassirer’s later,
political work, The Myth of the State, it forms part of the fateful return
of mythical thought in mid-twentieth-century politics. Its claim for the 
power to predict the evolution of human history, moreover, contrasts
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with Cassirer’s refusal to admit the possibility of such prediction based
in human liberty.

Cassirer was politically a social-liberal and, during the Weimar years,
adherent of the small centre party Deutsche Demokratische Partei. By
contrast, Jünger was an aristocratic supporter of the far right wing and, 
even if he consistently avoided Nazism, his theory of state undoubt-
edly forms a variant of fascism. The duplicity of social liberalism is 
nowhere as apparent in Cassirer’s philosophy as in his final appraisal of 
technology. He admits technology does, in fact, bring with it new con-
straints and alienations, as indicated by the vitalists – but the bottom
line remains positive because these drawbacks are the flip side of what
makes the further development of man and human freedom possible.
Thus, in the larger perspective, technology remains the servant, human
freedom its master.

The Enlightenment character of this conclusion builds on Cassirer’s
choice of human freedom as the final measuring stick of symbolic
forms. Hedonist qualities like pleasure and displeasure may, of course,
play an important role in the immediate appreciation of a piece of 
technology, and may participate in the evaluation of it – but they must 
not serve as the final arbiter of technology as such; human freedom
remains, in all cases, the most noble criterion because of serving as the
condition of possibility of the further development of symbolic forms.
Other criteria may stop or want to obstruct that development (like the
criteria of order and new values in Jünger) and are thus reconcilable
with societies where, for example, pleasure is taken as a basic criterion
at the price of human freedom. Cassirer’s argument seem to rest on the 
idea that liberty is to be conceived of as a metaprinciple, allowing for
the free play of other value principles such as pleasure, happiness, order, 
honour, recognition, wealth, health, beauty and so on, developed and
supported by different symbolic forms. Only liberty allows for the ongo-
ing free articulation of other criteria with and against each other.

This explains the basic difference between a vitalist and an enlighten-
ment philosophy of technology, despite much agreement. As to Cassirer
and Jünger, they agree in the attempt to find a positive definition of 
technology; they agree on technology having rules and principles of its
own, alien to man’s immediate understanding; they agree on many of 
the unwanted implications of technology; they even agree on the neces-
sity of accepting these implications. Still, their accounts, even if the
recognizable products of one and the same Weimar culture, are worlds
apart. While the futurist vitalism of Jünger finds the Titan in the over-
arching technological process in which man remains one gear wheel 
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among many, the Enlightenment stance of Cassirer locates the Titanic 
in the ongoing development of man and human freedom, struggling
against demands to bow to alien deities.

Notes

 1. Heidegger’s voluminous notes and sketches pertaining to Jünger (especially
Der Arbeiter) are collected in Martin Heidegger, r Gesamtausgabe, vol. 90: Zu Ernst 
Jünger, ed. Peter Trawny (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 2004). Heidegger r
conceives of Jünger as an acute observer who takes Nietzsche’s will-to-power
metaphysics as the basis for his detailed description of modern society. Thus,
the figure of the worker is Jünger’s version of the Nietzschean Übermensch.
Jünger, however, lacks a philosophical interpretation of his observations.

 2. ‘Die zentrale Frage etwa bei Ernst Cassirer oder Ernst Jünger auf der einen, 
Oswald Spengler und Lewis Mumford auf der anderen Seite war, ob ‘die’
Technik Grund oder Feind der Kultur sei ...’ (English transation my own).
Andreas Luckner, Heidegger und das Denken der Technik (Berlin: Transcript,
2008), 32. 

 3. Ernst Jünger, Der Arbeiter: Herrschaft und Gestalt (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1982 
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5
Technology as Destiny in Cassirer
and Heidegger

Continuing the Davos Debate

Hans Ruin

In recent years the legendary encounter and debate between Ernst Cassirer
and Martin Heidegger in Davos in April 1929 has received a renewed 
interest, notably through the work of Michael Friedman, and also Peter 
Gordon.1 It is then interpreted as a decisive event in twentieth-century phi-
losophy, as an event both antedating and anticipating the sharp divides 
between different schools of thought that eventually came to characterize 
the philosophical landscape. At the time of the debate there was no clear 
and definitive division between an analytic-linguistic and a phenomeno-
logical philosophy, nor between a philosophy of culture in Cassirer’s sense 
and an existential ontology. Nor had the political landscape taken on the 
disastrous shape that was to project many of the colleagues and discussants
forever into different orbits, geographically and politically. In 1931 Rudolf 
Carnap – who was among the participants at the Davos  meeting – pub-
lished his sharp criticism of the inaugural address that Heidegger had
delivered when taking over the Rickert-Husserl chair in Freiburg in 1928,
thus establishing the fateful antagonism between logical positivism and 
existential phenomenology.2 And from 1933 the political turmoil and
Heidegger’s initial support for the new regime, which included assuming 
for a time the rectorate in Freiburg, would forever colour the public image 
of his philosophy, and his relation to many Jewish colleagues.

Heidegger and Cassirer met only once after the Davos encounter. 
Apart from Cassirer’s long review of the 1929 book on Kant and the
Problem of Metaphysics, published in 1931, they did not further engage
with each other’s work, with the notable exception of Cassirer’s critical
remarks on Heidegger in The Myth of the State, completed just before his
death in 1945.3 Still it is possible to trace several philosophical itiner-
aries along which one can see how they continue to work on related
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themes. There is a kind of virtual continued dialogue that deserves to 
be explored, not least for how it can help to throw light on their respec-
tive ways. A central theme in this respect is that of technology and the 
philosophical significance of the technologization of the world. When
Cassirer published ‘Form and Technology’ in 1930 Heidegger had not
yet published anything in this area, but in the years that followed it
would emerge as a key theme in his thought, first presented in the
public lecture ‘The Age of the World Picture’ (‘Die Zeit des Weltbildes’)
from 1938 and culminating in the classic post-war essay ‘The Question
Concerning Technology’ (‘Die Frage nach der Technik’) from 1953. 
My purpose here is to present a parallel reading of Cassirer’s essay and
some of Heidegger’s contributions on this field, in order to show how
Heidegger’s work could be read partly as an implicit critical elaboration
of Cassirer’s approach, and how in some respects the stakes laid out 
in the Davos debate continue to determine also the way in which the
problem of technology is treated in their respective works. Hopefully
this reading can contribute to critically elucidating the sense and sig-
nificance of both of their contributions. Before discussing in turn their
writings, I will summarize some of the basic points of the Davos debate. 
I will also describe in broad terms the context of the philosophical con-
cern with technology within which their interventions take place.

The Davos debate

At the time of the encounter in Davos, Cassirer and Heidegger were
recognized as leading representatives for the two schools of thought
which had competed for the initiative within German philosophy for
several decades, neo-Kantianism and phenomenology. Originally they
had both arisen from different environments within the manifold cul-
ture of neo-Kantianism. While Cassirer had his principal training with
Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp, Heidegger had written his doctorate
on psychologism under Heinrich Rickert in Freiburg. It was only after
receiving his doctorate that he turned his interest seriously towards
Edmund Husserl and phenomenology, as it had been developed in the 
Logical Investigations. When Husserl replaced Rickert in 1916, Heidegger
became his assistant. During the first part of the 1920s he put a lot of 
effort into developing Husserlian phenomenology in the direction of an
existential ontology, partly in direct polemics against the neo-Kantians,
as can be seen, for example, in the 1919 lecture course on the task and
determination of philosophy.4 This work culminated in the publica-
tion of Being and Time (Sein und Zeit) in 1927, in which he presentst
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his ontological exploration of the meaning of being on the basis of a
hermeneutical analytic of human existence, or Dasein. 

In Being and Time Heidegger also insists on the necessity of under taking
a critical engagement (Auseinandersetzung(( ) with tradition, a destruction gg
of the history of ontology, not for the purpose of abandoning it, but
rather in the service of releasing its inherent but repressed potential. To 
this destruction belonged, among other things, a new critical reading 
of Kant, which was also published separately in 1929 under the title
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics. In this work, the thinking of Kant 
is depicted as, in fact, on the way towards an ontology of human finite 
existence. The year before, Heidegger had also published an extensive
review of the second volume of Cassirer’s great work on the Philosophy of 
Symbolic Forms.5 He speaks there in very positive terms of how not since 
Schelling has the mythical been treated in a more interesting way. At the
same time, however, Cassirer is said to lack an ontological framework 
which would make it possible to do full justice to this phenomenon.6 I
will return shortly to this review, which anticipates in an interesting way 
the later critical development of Heidegger’s thinking, as it comes to the 
fore, notably in the 1938 essay ‘The Age of the World Picture’.

As Heidegger and Cassirer sat down beside each other to discuss their
respective readings of Kant the issue was thus not simply a historical-
philosophical argument. For in the question of who and what Kant
actually was lay also the question of which one of these influential
opponents was the most worthy inheritor to the best that German phil-
osophy had brought forth. In other words, it was by no means only the
past that was at stake, but the future of philosophy as such.

Cassirer opened the debate with a critical remark on the somewhat
careless way in which the term ‘neo-Kantianism’ was used by Heidegger
and others, to designate an integral school of thought.7 In passing,
he also suggested that Heidegger himself was more neo-Kantian than
he chose to admit. From the different camps of the loosely connected 
school this was a remark that had been voiced before, notably by Natorp 
in his first review of Husserl’s Logical Investigations. In many respects
the neo-Kantianism of Natorp, as well as that of Wilhelm Windelband 
and later Rickert, could be seen as precursors and parallel efforts to that
of phenomenology, both in terms of philosophical inheritance and 
in the concrete positions taken in such contemporary debates as psy-
chologism and historicism, defending a transcendental philosophical
approach in the face of different attempts at naturalization. Heidegger 
responded by giving a short sketch of the philosophical landscape as it
had evolved from the middle of the nineteenth century. By that time, 
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science appeared to have mapped out most of what there was to map
out. Philosophy experienced a certain disorientation; what should now
be its task? The response chosen by many philosophers was to try to 
re-establish, more or less explicitly in the spirit of Kant, philosophy as 
epistemology and critique of knowledge. Neo-Kantianism, as well as
Husserl’s early phenomenology, constituted in Heidegger’s eyes precisely 
such a flight into theory of knowledge, away from the basic question of 
what is, and how it is – in other words: from ontology. But in the end
this was also a betrayal of Kant. For Kant was not only trying to provide 
the natural sciences with an epistemology, he also sought to show the 
way towards the fundamental metaphysical and ontological questions. 
In this way Heidegger summarizes initially his own position, while also 
claiming to provide a more loyal continuation of the  concerns of Kant.

In his response Cassirer returned to the lecture that Heidegger had
given earlier, and to a theme which also occupies a central position in 
Heidegger’s book on Kant, namely the doctrine of ‘schematism’. It is 
a theme which on the surface would seem to belong to the periphery 
of the Critique of Pure Reason, but which in fact concerns something 
extremely important; namely how the general categories of understand-
ing grasp and connect to the unique and manifold nature of exterior
reality. In other words: how something like a uniquely human experi-
ence takes shape out of a combination of passive impressions and active 
concepts. At the centre of this process Kant places what he calls ‘imagina-
tion’, Einbildungskraft. It was in this imaginative capacity that Heidegger 
had sensed and sought to show that Kant too was on the way towards 
an understanding of the ontology of human existence. Also Cassirer
confesses his great interest in this theme, while he insists that for Kant
this did not constitute an end-point, but rather the beginning of a prob-
lematic. In the end the question concerns how a finite creature like man 
can reach insight into and knowledge of that which is not finite, in other 
words of supra-temporal, eternal truths, both theoretical and ethical. If 
one insists so strongly as Heidegger does, on the finitude of man and
his existential being-towards-death, what happens then with reason and
objectivity? Does Heidegger really want to renounce this objectivity? This
is the profoundly resonating counter-question formulated by Cassirer.

In his subsequent response Heidegger turns the problem around by 
referring to Kant, and by showing how the question of the  transcendent – 
that is, that which surpasses finite humanity – only becomes comprehen-
sible in relation to human finitude, that it ‘remains within the created
and finite’. One misunderstands Kantian ethics, he says, if one only
looks at the goal towards which it is directed, and does not  consider
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the inner functioning of the law in relation to human existence. Not
only ethics, but also ontology and the philosophical questioning itself,
is based on a finite existence. Indeed, truth itself must be understood
as emanating from human finite existence. For if there were no human
being, there would be no truth. After these general declarations he
directs his counter-questions to Cassirer: how does man enter into
contact with the infinite? And how should philosophy relate to human
anxiety? Should it seek to deliver him from it, or rather try to place it
before him in a more definitive light?

In his response Cassirer recalls German Idealism and the words of 
Goethe: ‘If you seek the infinite, explore the finite in all directions.’
Precisely in this exchange the difference between them becomes most
poignant. Despite the fact that their orientation and philosophical
training were similar, it was two epochs and two different kinds of 
pathos that here stood over and against one another. While Cassirer
cites Goethe, Heidegger implicitly takes his words from Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche. While Cassirer represents a more confident critical idealism,
Heidegger articulates the mood of the generation that had  experienced
the destruction of the old Europe in the trenches of the Great War –
what could perhaps be described as an exposed, passionate nihilism,
which at the same time seemed to promise something new and dif-
ferent. This dissonance in tone and orientation is highlighted even
further in the review of Heidegger’s Kantbuch that Cassirer published
two years later in Kant-Studien.8 Also in this text he his very respectful 
vis-à-vis Heidegger’s interpretation, especially concerning the interpre-
tation of schematism. But in his final remarks he argues that the entire
interpretative horizon of Heidegger is determined by a Kierkegaardian
conception of the world, which is fundamentally at odds with that of 
Kant, whose basic ethos is captured much better in Schiller’s elevated
poem ‘The Ideal and Life’ (‘Das Ideal und das Leben’). He even goes so
far as to portray Heidegger as an ‘usurpator, who almost with armed 
force pushes his way into the Kantian system’ (‘als usurpator, der gleich-
sam mit waffengewalt in das kantische System hineindringt’).9 But it is
important to see that this drastic and often-quoted image is embedded
in a careful and in many ways respectful treatment of Heidegger’s con-
tribution to Kant scholarship.

The philosophical challenge of technology

After the Davos debate Heidegger and Cassirer met personally only once
when Cassirer gave a talk in Freiburg. Cassirer published his review,
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and in his unpublished papers there is some more material concerning 
Heidegger; there is also the reference to Heidegger in The Myth of the
State, as quoted above.10 Heidegger occasionally refers to Cassirer in let-
ters and in passing in a few texts, but after the review of the book on 
symbolic forms he does not address his work in writing. Still I believe 
that it is meaningful to look also for a more implicit continued dialogue 
with Cassirer on Heidegger’s part, in which the principal issues voiced
in the Davos debate continue to resonate in his work, but also in regard
to themes that were not addressed on that specific occasion. One such
theme, which unites them in their interests, is the question of tech-
nology, the impetus to interpret and understand philosophically the
nature and meaning of technology as a destiny of man in modernity. 
Cassirer published his essay in 1930, at a time when Heidegger had not
yet begun to work on this question. But in the years to come, it would
move to the forefront also of his philosophical concerns, in lectures and
manuscripts, the first published trace of which is the 1938 lecture ‘The
Age of the World Picture’. 

My itinerary here is a critical reconstruction of the views on technol-
ogy of Cassirer and Heidegger, in order to explore how Heidegger’s 
thinking can be read as partly a direct response and elaboration of 
Cassirer’s seminal essay. The value of such a comparison is twofold. First
of all, and for the present volume most importantly, it can contribute to 
bringing Cassirer’s standpoint to a heightened critical articulation. But 
by placing Heidegger’s understanding of technology in the context of 
Cassirer’s essay, it can also and likewise contribute to the clarification of 
Heidegger’s philosophy of technology. In sum, we can see how, through
the prisms of their respective efforts to think technology and technolo-
gization, a shared Kantian matrix is expanded and brought to bear on a 
new cultural and philosophical constellation.11 Before continuing to the
more specific interpretation of their respective contributions, I will try 
to sketch very briefly the cultural and philosophical situation in which 
both Cassirer and Heidegger take on this issue, a situation in which the 
question of technology with a new and sudden impact moves to the 
forefront of the philosophical agenda.

The question concerning technology is today the great issue of the
future and destiny of mankind. It concerns what we can do, and what 
we are on the way to doing, unwillingly, through our very doing. In 
general, we can see how the philosophical question of technology has
received ever-increasing attention and gained relevance throughout
the whole postwar period, for very concrete reasons. The end of World 
War II marked the beginning of a new era, the atomic age, in which



Hans Ruin 119

technical intelligence placed man in the role, if not of creator of the
world, then at least as its potential destroyer, a threat to which recently 
has been added the awareness of artificially produced global warming.
Through computer technology, artificial intelligence and through the
discovery of the genome and its applications, man has entered the role
of the mythical demiurge, in ways even the late nineteenth century 
could hardly even imagine.

In the philosophical discussion concerning the overall meaning and
significance of this momentous transformation of man’s relation to 
his surroundings, Heidegger’s 1953 essay ‘The Question Concerning
Technology’ has long upheld a canonical, if yet often disputed status.
However, the emergence of a philosophical interest in technology is 
of an earlier date. In retrospect it seems that Germany in the 1920s
was really a turning point in this respect. The first philosopher to take
technology seriously was perhaps Karl Marx, who insisted on its world-
shaping power. But it was not a full attempt to write a philosophy of 
technology. Two early such attempts were Ernst Kapp’s Grundlinien 
einer Philosphie der Technik from 1877 and also Eberhard Zschimmer’s 
Philosophie der Technik from 1914. But it is in the 1920s and early 1930s 
that the question of technology emerges rapidly as a defining issue of 
profound cultural-philosophical importance among the intellectuals
at the time. An important book from this time, and a kind of step-
ping-stone for Cassirer when he wrote his essay, is Friedrich Dessauer’s
Philosophie der Technik from 1927, reprinted several times. In polemic 
against what he perceives as anti-technological sentiments in the
present, Dessauer defends technology as also a spiritual (geistig(( ) mission.gg
Responding to a similar situation as the one analysed already by Marx,
in which the modern organization of labour leads to alienation from
production, he speaks in favour of a restored sense of the workers’ com-
munity, not on socialist but on Christian grounds, in order to come to 
terms with the alienation of modern industrial labour.12

Dessauer was an important reference and a point of entrance to 
the whole problematic when Cassirer wrote his essay. The following
year Oswald Spengler published Der Mensch und die Technik. With his 
characteristic blend of inconsistencies, bombastic phrases and cynical
lucidness, he described technology as a natural extension of the will to 
power which animates the ‘faustic culture’. According to his analysis,
technology is at once the highest expression of man’s will to power 
and a force that is enslaving man through the machine. Furthermore,
it is leading to a devastation of the earth and its climate, and in the
hands of the enemies of Europe it will lead to the continent’s decline,
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if Europe has not already destroyed itself through an anti-technological
Schwärmerei.13 But civilization has itself become a machine in that it 
seeks to make everything machine-like. And in all of this Spengler sees a
tragic destiny at work, a Schicksal. The following year Ernst Jünger pub-
lished his visionary social-philosophical essay Der Arbeiter: Herrschaft 
und Gestalt (The Worker: Dominion and Gestalt), in which he describes at
new type of man, who through a higher fusion with technology is mov-
ing towards planetary domination.14

Heidegger does not officially participate in the first wave of increased
interest in the philosophical significance of technology. But through 
the recently published volume 90 in his Gesamtausgabe, which con-
tains most of his lectures and notes on Jünger and on Die Arbeiter in r
particular, from the years 1934–40, we can now fully appreciate the 
importance of Jünger’s book in particular for the way the philosophi-
cal question concerning technology took hold of him also around this
time, almost 20 years before the famous essay on technology. In sum,
this brief overview gives a sense of how, during a few years, the question 
of technology moves in towards the centre of the cultural-philosophi-
cal debate.15 In the context of this intensified intellectual preoccupa-
tion with technology, Cassirer’s ‘Form and Technology’ (‘Form und
Technik’) marks a significant contribution. In the following section 
I will give a comprehensive analysis of its content, with a specific view
to the comparative argument.

Cassirer’s ‘Form and Technology’

Why, according to Cassirer, is technology a relevant and important 
theme for a general philosophy of culture? On one level, technology
can seem easy to handle philosophically. If we pose the question ‘What 
is technology or the technical?’, we can point to the tool as an exten-
sion of the body whereby man expands his capacity for action and takes
a firmer hold of his world. From this perspective, technology appears
precisely as the natural extension of man’s longing to control his sur-
roundings and living conditions. But just as language transforms the
world which it grasps, the tool, according to Cassirer, also leads to a 
change of meaning, a Sinnwendung.16 It is this technologically induced
change of meaning, or more precisely the influence of technology on
the very meaning of experience and of the experienced world, that a 
philosophy of technology should explore. In this way of phrasing the
problem we can detect what I referred to above as the ‘Kantian matrix’, 
expanded into a philosophy of culture. It is a philosophy of how the
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world is symbolized and made meaningful through human spontane-
ous action. Technology is ultimately a way of making sense, or at least
this is the core of the philosophical problem of technology as Cassirer
understands it. In this way of focusing on the role of technology for the
creation and transformation of meaning he also anticipates a central
dimension of Heidegger’s concern. For, as we shall see, it is precisely in
terms of how technology changes the meaning of nature and of being
that Heidegger, too, will address the problem.

Also in another principal respect, the overall orientation of Cassirer’s 
analysis anticipates that of Heidegger, namely in its historical orienta-
tion, even though it was precisely over the form and style of this histori-
cal analysis that Heidegger would diverge most clearly from Cassirer. For 
Cassirer the question of the technological change of meaning requires
what we could call a mental-historical approach, or a history of men-
talities. His strategy is to explore, historically, the evolution of different 
world images, Weltbilder. As the basic two different world images, he 
points to the mythical and the technical. They respond, in turn, to two
figures or shapes of man, homo divinans and homo faber. In a polemic
with James George Frazer, who sees the magical as a kind of proto-
scientific exploration of causality, Cassirer insists on the great difference
between the magical and the religious world image, where the latter is
already influenced by the great transformative experience of technol-
ogy. What technology brings to the magical, divinatory mentality is 
an experience of willing and activity, over and against the experience 
of a fundamental passivity with regard to nature. Through the active
use of technology man gets hold of nature as something separate from
himself, a distinct entity which he can influence through his will. 
Through this blending of intervention and distance a new world image 
emerges, a new step in the basic relation between man and his world.
The mythic-magical gives way to a discovery of nature as guided by a
norm and measure. It is only in and through this intervention that the
world can appear as cosmos, as order and form. This new image of the 
world includes a new orientation of his vision, a Blickrichtung, throughgg
which eventually also the fundamental a priori principle of causation
can appear, but only mediated through the use of the artefact, and the 
experience of this use.

In this example we can sense clearly the character of Cassirer’s devel-
opment of Kant’s transcendental idealism. To some extent we could say
that he takes Kant in a Hegelian direction, by historicizing the transcen-
dental conditions of experience, showing how they become accessible
only through a historical process of experience and interaction with 
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nature. Out of this process, which on one level constitutes an accom-
plishment by man, man himself also emerges. In experiencing himself 
as an efficient cause, he also experiences ‘a peculiar strengthening of his
self-consciousness’, and at the same time nature emerges as a ‘modifia-
ble, malleable material’.17 Yet, in this promethean transformation, which
on one level implies an upgrading of man’s self-experience as a freely
creative spiritual (geistige(( ) power, there also seems to occur a parallel
degradation of man as soulful (seelische) being. Cassirer is here recalling
the distinction between these two dimensions of human consciousness,
as developed in the contemporary cultural critic Ludwig Klages, where 
Geist, spirit, is the faculty of intellectual mastery manifested in outert
deeds, whereas soul, Seele, is that aspect of man’s self-awareness which
is connected to the non-conceptual and affective interiority. He quotes 
Klages’ analysis of how modern technical rationality as a ‘vampiric’ 
force feeds on and exploits the soul.18 Even though Cassirer himself 
does not endorse such a depiction, nor its conclusion, he nevertheless 
urges his readers to take this modern widespread criticism of technical
rationality seriously, and to try to understand the sense of the aliena-
tion from within the development of technology itself.

In order to do so it is important to see beyond the limit between an
‘outer’ and an ‘inner’ dimension of human accomplishments. For in
every new worldly formation something of the inner is also disclosed. 
This in some sense Hegelian lesson is very important, not just for 
Cassirer’s overall argument, but also for the comparison with Heidegger 
as we shall see later. Referring to the analysis of Ernst Kapp, Cassirer 
emphasizes that the work of technology, even though it is directed out-
wards, also and at the same time constitutes a means of self- knowledge.
Man comes to know his inner self through his outward technical
activity.19 However, over the course of technical development man
becomes increasingly estranged from the fruits and means of his own
self-realization. Cassirer quotes Georg Simmel, who had spoken of it as
a ‘tragedy of modern culture’, that the free spirit creates artefacts and 
structures in which it becomes increasingly entangled so as to experi-
ence them in the end as alien to itself.20

Cassirer himself does not follow the conclusions implied in these
somewhat dystopian analyses concerning the cultural impact of tech-
nology. He is interested in understanding and explaining this wide-
spread sense of alienation in modern life in its relation to technology.
Most important perhaps is the description of how technology over the
course of its perfection becomes more and more estranged from the
original organic environment where it first emerged as the extension
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of the body. When craftsmanship is replaced by machine production
something like the original rhythm of labour also disappears. The tool
is no longer the extension of the arm, but the arm is rather the exten-
sion of the tool. The increasingly suffocating sense of technology as
an outer force cannot be handled simply by pointing towards all the
goods that technology brings with it; for even such a way of thinking
still moves within the paradigm of a calculable utility. In the end the 
question is all about freedom and necessity. It is around this issue that 
everything is decided, according to Cassirer. If technology is not actual-
ized as an idea of freedom, then ‘it is condemned’ (the literal German
expression is a biblical allusion, that the ‘stick is broken over technol-
ogy’, die Stab über die Technik gebrochen).21 Technology must be thought
of as a project of freedom in order for it to appear again as something 
free and liberating.

The problem, however, is that technology as such cannot set up its 
own goals. To its very essence belongs a goal-oriented rationality within 
a defined space of tasks, where it constitutes the best means towards a 
given goal. It cannot itself set the highest goals, which would require
that it formulate an ethical task within an ethical community, a sit-
tliche Gemeinschaft. Such a making-ethical (ethisierung) of technology gg
he understands with reference to what Kant speaks of as an ‘Ethico-
Teleologie’. In Cassirer’s view this requires a mobilization of new
willpowers, through which technology should again be made into the
servant and not the leader (a Dienerin and not a Führerin).22 What he 
anticipates is a reinstallment of will, in which the motivation which 
once set the technical project in motion, but which somewhere on
the way lost its orientation, through a new effort should overcome its
alienation and take hold of itself and become master again of its situa-
tion. According to this figure of thought, which towards the end of the
essay is put forth with a strong pathos, man is to take mastery also of 
himself. Technology, Cassirer writes, must not only vanquish nature,
but the chaotic forces of the human being.23 Behind all the negative
aspects of technology which he has analysed up to this point, Cassirer
sees this lack of fulfilment of its highest mission. Technology contains
the potential of revealing to man his calling as a willing, ethical-rational 
creature; it has within it the potential of generating and shaping forms
and idealities. But in order for this teleology to be fulfilled the human
community must make this its explicit task.

If we were to try to summarize the historico-philosophical schema
behind Cassirer’s way of thinking about technology here we could
depict it as follows: in and through technology the human mind makes 
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a cultural leap into a new relation to nature and also in relation to 
itself. Technology changes the meaning of nature. Nature appears as 
something that man can control through his spiritual poietic activ-
ity, and consequently he will experience himself and his reason as an
autonomous force in and over nature. But along the way towards this 
realization of his freedom, the human spirit will also experience the loss
of its freedom, and come to view itself as passively exposed to technical
and rational culture as to an alien force or destiny. But the way out of 
this alienated passivity in relation to his own creation does not go by 
means of its rejection, but, on the contrary, by entering deeper into its
apparent destiny as, in fact, a latent freedom. In the final elated sen-
tences of the text Cassirer even speaks of it as a ‘community of destiny’
(Schicksalsgemeinschaft) which is characterized precisely by freedom tt
in serving, a freedom through servability, Dienstbarkeit, a formulation t
he takes directly from Dessauer’s aforementioned book. By seeing and
affirming, in a willing ethical effort, the technical as the most genuine
manifestation of the will, man is to reappropriate his own historical situa-
tion. The more concrete political implications of this programme are not 
spelled out in this text. Presumably Cassirer is referring to this process 
both as an existential predicament to be realized by each and everyone, 
as a fulfilment of a personal free rationality, but also as a programme for
a liberal and liberating politics, which takes a firm stance on its use and 
development of technology within the context of a social, ethical and 
political responsibility for the political community as a whole. 

Before leaving Cassirer’s analysis and turning to Heidegger, a few
more points deserve to be mentioned here, and again for the benefit
of the comparative discussion. Cassirer gives a very interesting analy-
sis of the relation between science and technology, which anticipates
Heidegger. Just like Heidegger later will do, he argues against the preva-
lent view, that technology should be seen as the extension of science.
On the contrary, he writes (just like Heidegger 20 years later) that it 
is science in its modern experimental form that constitutes an exten-
sion of the technical approach to nature. It is not only the case that
the creation of new technical instruments that extend the reach of the
human senses enables a deeper exploration of nature. But it is rather the
case that the technical-instrumental relation to nature is what grounds
the scientific gaze. Indeed, he writes: the establishment of this way of 
visualizing nature is perhaps the greatest and most remarkable feat of 
technology.24

A second point, which I only mention here, is the brief but very 
important section in the text on the characteristic nature of art in t
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regard to technology. In the spirit of Schiller, Cassirer insists on the 
specificity of the beauty of art, which is not the same as the beauty of a
technological device, which is manifested in the optimal solution to a 
problem, in which the forces of nature are bound. In every poetical or 
plastic work of art, a new synthesis of subject and object is manifested,
in an ideal balance of subjective expression (Ausdrück(( ) and objective
significance (Bedeutung(( ). In this sense art preserves a particular and irre-gg
ducible human ability, and even humanity as such.25 This reference to 
art (and thus to the other sense of the original Greek t techne) as a means 
to critically elucidate the nature of the technical is not really developed
in the essay, but it points towards what will become decisive also in
Heidegger’s later analysis of modern technology, where art constitutes 
a space within which the bound instrumentality of technology can be
critically reflected.

Heidegger’s initial approach to the problem of technology

As briefly described above, Heidegger takes an early interest in the phil-
osophical question of technology. Even though he refers very sparsely
in his published writings to contemporary writers, with the exception 
of Ernst Jünger, it is clear from lecture notes and letters that he followed
the debates of his time very closely, and that he was well read in the
work of his contemporaries. I have no evidence that he actually read
Cassirer’s essay, and the argument here does not presuppose that he 
actually studied it. What is interesting to bring out in this context is the
extent to which the general orientation of Cassirer’s argument surfaces 
as a critical stepping-stone in Heidegger’s own discourse, but also the 
extent to which he moves in parallel orbits around the central issues.
In the now published lectures and notes we can follow the emergence
of the theme of technology in his work. The first time he develops his
analysis in public in a full manner is the Bremen lecture 1949, which 
was eventually published as ‘The Question Concerning Technology’ in 
1953. But in the meantime he composed the important text ‘The Age
of the World Picture’, first presented as a lecture at Freiburg University
in 1938, in the context of a conference on the contemporary world 
picture.26 I will present a reading of this text here which displays it as
both an elaboration of Cassirer’s question and also as marking a distinct
philosophical criticism of some of the premises of Cassirer’s analysis.

At the very outset of his 1938 lecture Heidegger states that what is
of particular need of a philosophical reflection, Besinnung, is preciselygg
‘science and machine technology’.27 He then continues by making in
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principle the same point that had been emphasized by Cassirer concern-
ing the relation between technology and science, namely that technol-
ogy should not be seen as the outcome of modern science, but rather
the contrary. However, he expands this argument somewhat in relation
to that of Cassirer, even though it could be said to be a latent point 
also in the latter: that both science and machine technology are rooted
in modern technology (Technik) as an overall metaphysics. Within this
order, culture itself becomes an expression, a value and an artefact that
can be organized within cultural politics. In other words, it implies a 
kind of general objectification of beings – what Cassirer would speak of 
as the objectification of nature. The proximity between their analyses
comes out very clearly in the continued argument about science and 
technology, when Heidegger says that science – in its modern, that is,
Cartesian-Galilean form – already presupposes that nature has been 
projected in a certain way, as the ‘closed system of movement of spatio-
temporal points of mass’.28 This conception of nature is different from 
the one we find in the natural philosophy of the ancients. A decisive 
difference is the use of experiments. We should not understand experi-
ments, Heidegger argues, as adding a level of certainty to science, but
rather as peculiar activities which confirm the conception of nature as 
a closed and calculable system of movement. In other words, a techni-
cal understanding of nature is already present in the very experimental 
method of research. Consequently, the scientist who seeks truth is in
some ways already a technician, who produces results within a defined 
order or establishment, an Einrichtung.29 From this very general perspec-
tive on scientific activity, Heidegger does not see an essential difference 
between science and the humanities, since they both share a common
approach to their objects, which comes down to ‘representing’ that
which has permanence and existence. Within this system, research will
inevitably obtain more and more the character of a profession, a Betrieb.
In very broad strokes Heidegger evokes the emergence of modern 
society with its industrial organization of result-oriented research, in
which the individual researcher becomes increasingly like a technician
who performs already defined tasks. In Heidegger’s interpretation, this
transformation and development rests on a metaphysical transforma-
tion in the way knowledge itself is conceptualized and understood. As
the defining moment of this new conception he points to Descartes. In
Cartesian metaphysics we can sense how the whole world is projected
as a representation, and the subject of knowledge as the ground of 
knowledge.30 In the general description of a transformation of the rela-
tion between man and nature, the analysis resembles to a surprising 
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extent that of Cassirer’s, even though Cassirer would seem to date this
‘promethean’ moment much earlier than Cartesian modernity (even
though the chronology of the historical development is more fleeting
in his essay).

The resemblance may not strike one at first, since the pitch of 
the analysis is different. Cassirer seems to want to write the history
of a transformation of the system of knowledge and consciousness, 
whereas Heidegger seems to have a more open, critical perspective on 
this modernity. Yet, we should not overstate the critical dimension of 
Heidegger’s engagement, since it has often been misunderstood as anti-
modernist. The point of his analysis is not primarily to criticize, for
example, Descartes for his metaphysical invention, but rather to bring
to philosophical, reflexive awareness, a transformation which guides
inadvertently the way that modern scientific knowledge projects and
constructs its objects. Just like in the analysis of Cassirer, Heidegger is 
working within a historicized Kantian matrix, trying to come to terms
with the role and significance of technology within the system of know-
ing as such. Yet, in his more poignant critical remarks on the projecting, 
representing consciousness, Heidegger also implicates the subsequent
tradition of critical and transcendental idealism, which for Cassirer still
functions as a guiding ideal. It is in this way that the debate on Kant 
continues to structure and to guide even more strongely the discrep-
ancies between their respective analyses. For in the years that passed
between the publication of Being and Time (1927) and the book on Kant
(1929), Heidegger had performed a monumental critical confrontation 
with the tradition of German idealism, notably the work of Kant and
Schelling, and what he saw as its most radical extension, Nietzsche’s 
philosophy of a will to power.31

In the course of this work, he excavated a persistent tendency towards 
making being the object of a representing reason, and to an image, 
a Vorstellung and ag Bild. That he addressed the specific theme of Bild,
image, in the actual context had to do first of all with the title of the
symposium within which it was presented, namely ‘The Grounding of 
the World Picture of Modernity’. But in his critical elaboration of this
theme we can also see how he picked up again a thread from the review
of Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms ten years earlier, concern-
ing precisely the significance of the fact that the world is projected as
image, as Weltbild. When we ask a question about world images we are 
not just sharing an innocent concern, we are also contributing to the
creation of the world as image. A Weltbild, he wrote, understood essen-
tially does not signify an image of the world, but the world understood
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as image.32 Already, in seeking the answer to the question concerning
the nature of our modern world image, we have committed ourselves
to a decision about being in its totality. For in this question we seek, 
and find, the being of beings in the representativeness, Voregestelltheit,t
of beings. It is precisely this thinking about the world as image, as world
image and also as worldview, which is mirrored also in planetary tech-
nology. For in the extension of this technical development all distances
are constantly shrinking with the increase of speed. When we critically
reflect on technology we therefore also critically engage with how the
world is conceived as world image.

I am here shortening Heidegger’s more complex argument down to
what I see as its basic structure, in order to develop the critical com-
parison. A conclusion to be drawn from this reading of the two texts is 
that, to a certain extent, Heidegger and Cassirer approached the philo-
sophical problem of technology in surprisingly similar ways, which
can be understood in terms of a shared Kantian matrix. In technology
they refused to see only the extension of man’s desire for control over
nature. Technology is also, and more importantly, a system for repre-
senting nature and for organizing the relation between consciousness
and nature, between subject and object. Furthermore, they both shared
a concern with a certain alienating effect of this technological matrix
for the understanding both of nature and of mind, which called for a
philosophical analysis. But it was also in the formulation of how phi-
losophy should confront the challenge of technology that they chose
separate paths. While Cassirer reached back towards a Kantian practical-
teleological rationality, which should recapture the element of freedom
in technology itself as a cultural value to be projected anew, Heidegger
pointed towards that shaded zone out of which planning, calculat-
ing, representing and image-making thinking emerges in its own utter
incalculability, ‘its invisible shade’. This shaded background will not 
itself become visible if we try to escape modernity towards a lost past,
nor through a simple negation of what it stands for. Instead, the role 
of a philosophical (besinnende) reflection is to make the very situation
appear in its facticity and unicity. In other words, we can make it vis-
ible, we can represent it to ourselves, so as to think and discuss it, but
in the end we cannot hope to master this predicament, least of all by
projecting it as a logical sequel in a development of world images. For
in doing so, we simply reinstall its inherent logic.

In the 1938 lecture, Heidegger is quite brief when it comes to the
meaning of this peculiar philosophical reflection or Besinnung. In many
of the later texts he would elaborate it further. Still the contrast, both 
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subtle and sharp, between his and Cassirer’s approach can be articu-
lated on the basis of this first outline. For Heidegger, the solution to
the philosophical-existential problem that technology poses to us can-
not consist in taking on, in a firm decision of the will, the challenge
of articulating its latent value. And the reason for this is that such a
decision will only risk reduplicating the initial problem, since it moves
in the direction which technology has already anticipated. Already, in 
his review of Cassirer’s principal work, Heidegger had questioned the 
use of Bild andd Gebilde as a premise for interpreting the relation between 
the mythical and the logical. And he had concluded that it is precisely 
in the extension of Kant’s Copernican revolution that reality can
become the creation (Gebilde) of an actively shaping consciousness.33

In a similar critical spirit he wrote in the published footnotes to the 
1938 lecture, that the modern reference to values (Werte) was in itself 
a symptom of a certain way of comporting oneself vis-à-vis reality. In
the age of the world picture, being becomes a value, becomes ‘cultural
values, that become the expression of the highest goal of creation in the 
service of securing man as subject’.34 The target of this critique is not 
specified. To some extent it highlights certain aspects of the National-
Socialist cultural politics, and its cult of technology and progress, in
ways which he began to develop more explicitly in his unpublished 
works from around the same time, notably the volume entitled pre-
cisely Besinnung.35 But from the continued argument in the notes,
which takes up in a critical spirit the development of German Idealism, 
it is clear that he saw it as applicable to a larger philosophical situa-
tion. For our part, we can note the obvious proximity to some of the 
formulations in Cassirer’s essay. Heidegger would undoubtedly have 
seen in Cassirer’s suggested solution precisely this risk of reproducing
the problem, by trying to mend the situation by setting up more firmly 
a set of orienting values. The question is not, as I see it, if he would
have come to this conclusion had he addressed explicitly the argument 
of Cassirer in the technology essay, for they are already implied in his
earlier criticism of his work. What is of philosophical significance is the
more exact relevance of these reflections, and the extent to which they
can genuinely be said to address Cassirer’s analysis. But before trying to
answer these questions, we need to look also at how Heidegger devel-
ops his understanding of technology in the subsequent years, and in 
particular in his most famous contribution ‘The Question Concerning 
Technology’ from 1953. After reading this text we are in a better posi-
tion to develop, in a final section, a tentative dialectical conclusion in 
response to the  questions raised.
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Heidegger’s later approach to the question of technology

During a five-year period following the end of the war, Heidegger was
forbidden to teach as a result of his activities as rector in 1933. During 
this time, he composed several important texts, including the ‘Letter on
Humanism’ from 1947. It was also during this time that he gathered his
thoughts on technology, as outlined in ‘The Age of the World Picture’, 
but which in fact dates back to unpublished manuscripts from the mid-
1930s. In 1949 he gave four talks at a cultural club in Bremen, one with
the title ‘The En-framing’ (‘Das Ge-stell’), which, in a revised version,
was later presented as a lecture at the School of Polytechnics in Munich
in 1953 under the title ‘The Question Concerning Technology’.36 It is a
text which is not easily interpreted, and which demands a careful read-
ing in order to fully make sense. Here I can only bring out some of its 
most important points and movements, in order to develop the overall
argument concerning the comparison with Cassirer.

To begin with it is important to keep in mind the idea formulated 
already in the lecture on ‘The Age of the World Picture’, namely that
when we try to see and conceptually come to terms with a certain
phenomenon we also have to pay close attention to how we approachw
it, that we take into consideration the method in the sense of the way
towards the matter at hand. For there will always be a risk that we let
ourselves be guided by a thought model which in the end makes us 
blind precisely to the phenomenon which we are trying to interpret and
understand. This remark is absolutely decisive for understanding how
Heidegger, in the later text, approached the question of technology,
namely as a question which must – as he says – aim at ‘building a path 
in language in the direction of technology’, in order for its essence to
reveal itself to us. It is only when the essence of something is disclosed
to our existence that we can establish something like a ‘free relation’ to 
it. In other words we should not satisfy ourselves with looking for the
appropriate philosophical theory about technology and the technical,
but we must somehow accomplish a practical transformation of think-
ing itself, so as to make it attentive to the essence of the technical.
Through such a praxis something like a freer relation to technology r
should be possible, not by radicalizing technology, not through a will-
ing acceptance and control of the technical, but rather by becoming
attuned to the technical as a sort of destiny to which we always already
belong. For, in Heidegger’s understanding, technology constitutes a 
destiny, the destiny of metaphysics and of modern rationality, in its 
will to dominate and seek control of the world and of being as image,
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as representation. The premise for the whole argument is thus that we,
in our customary way of thinking, are already chained to technology, 
even when we believe ourselves to be most free from it.

In his continued attempt to give voice to this essence of technology,
Heidegger dispels again the standard instrumental definition of it as
simply a tool. In the end technology must be understood as a way of 
‘making true’ or of ‘revealing’ a world.37 This at first surprising – but, 
for the continued argument, decisive – formulation can be understood 
if we recall the phenomenological and transcendental-philosophical of 
Heidegger’s thinking file. Technology is a way through which nature 
manifests itself in its being. Cassirer, and also Husserl, would have 
expressed it differently, in terms rather of how it accomplishes a new
‘meaning’, a change of meaning, a Sinnwendung. Heidegger insisted
that this really concerned the being of nature, but the idea is, in fact,g
not so far from the one expressed by Cassirer concerning the transfor-
mation of the appearance or phenomenon of nature in and through
technology.

How then, does technology disclose nature? As something to chal-
lenge or exploit, Herausfordern; the kind of disclosure latent in technol-
ogy is precisely such an exploiting challenge.38 The idea has its parallel in 
Cassirer’s reflection that the greatest effect of technology is to transform 
nature into ‘a region of free possibilities’.39 In Heidegger this means that 
through the very technical comportment nature appears as something 
positioned and placed, as a ‘standing reserve’ (Bestand(( ). The technicaldd
comportment reaches us as a demand to think and act in its direction. 
It is this sense of a demand which at the same time discloses nature as
something to challenge and exploit, which he summarizes under the
neologism Gestell, often translated as ‘framing’ or  ‘enframing’ – a term 
in which he asks his readers to perceive also the echo of placing (Stellen),
demanding (Bestellen(( ) and representing (Vorstellen).40 In a famous exam-
ple he describes the water plant in Rhine as also transforming the river
into a resource built into the plant. The being of the river becomes a
different one through technology. But it is important to see that this
demand is not something which happens to nature as a result of man’s
voluntary activities. It manifests itself as a demand directed to and from 
within man. In the Gestell man is called and challenged to challenge 
nature.41

In Heidegger’s view, science in its modern form is mostly already an
integrated part of the Gestell, as a name for the essence of technology. 
Just as we could extrapolate a kind of basic historico- philosophical
schema from Cassirer’s analysis, we can in a similar way detect an overall
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scheme in Heidegger’s description. Technology is inextricably tied to 
the metaphysical impulse to determine the being of beings as some-
thing representable, as substance, force, or as will. But this impulse will
only appear as such – that is, as an impulse – if we approach it from the 
position of a reflexive, besinnende, thinking which permits it to resonate 
as such. In such a listening attention we can become attentive to it as
something which characterizes also ourselves in our urge to dominate
it conceptually. This is when we permit the essence of technology to 
truly resonate, and thus to open up a more free relation to it. We cannot
escape technology, but neither should we hope to become its masters,
because in the very ambition to achieve mastery, we are still thinking 
and operating within the reach and scope of the technical.

Concluding comparative remarks

To what extent should we imagine that Cassirer could have followed
Heidegger in this later analysis? Cassirer also saw technology as struc-
turing the very way in which man confronts and conceptually grasps 
nature. He, too, conceived of technology a destiny, a Schicksal, in the
sense that its force has always already taken hold of human thinking
and reshaped its relation to nature, leaving us with a responsibility 
to think and reflect on a situation from which we cannot step back,
and behind which we can no longer reach. Its effect has, in this sense,
always already taken place. For both of them the issue is to articulate
what it could mean to establish a freer relation to technology. They
both remain oriented by a Kantian imperative according to which phi-
losophy is a work of freedom, and ultimately a work to liberate thinking
itself. The decisive and critical difference between them, however, man-
ifests itself in the different suggestions as to how we should respond
philosophically to this predicament. It manifests itself in the very mode
that philosophical, reflective reason should respond to that techni-
cal-instrumental rationality of which it itself is to some extent always
already a part. Whereas in Cassirer the response is one of mobilizing a
latent ethical-teleological rationality, Heidegger’s analysis casts a doubt 
precisely on such a solution. In his philosophical therapy the challenge 
becomes rather that of becoming more attentive and critically aware of 
the specific nature of the ‘call’ of technology itself. The challenge is to
be able to hear this call while not being controlled by its inherent urge
for mastery, and only thus to hear it in a liberating way. The premise 
for this therapeutic argument is that technology is also a mode of think-
ing which exerts a measure of control over us and the way we normally
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present and represent beings. Thus, freeing ourselves from the control-
ling dimension of the call of technology ultimately also means freeing
ourselves from a certain aspect of ourselves.42

It would not be enough, in Heidegger’s view, to recapitulate the world
image or worldview within which we stand, and then try to reform it 
with the help of a more rational ethics. Instead we must move beyond 
the temptation to grasp the world as image, and try instead to think and 
experience it from the finite horizon within which we find ourselves. In
relation to technology this means that we cannot aspire to step outside
the technical simply by grasping its essence. What we can hope for is to
experience it as determining the finite situation in which we stand, and
as an aspect of how we exist.

In a critical comparison of Cassirer and Heidegger, Wayne Cristuado
recalls Heidegger’s famous dictum that ‘only a god can save us’. He then
argues that Cassirer’s version of critical idealism, with its continued
belief in some sense of autonomy, would set him distinctly apart from 
the philosophical fatalism implied by this remark.43 Cristuado echoes the 
analysis of Habermas, that the later Heidegger’s renunciation of willing
was an effect of being crushed by the actualities, and that his thinking
developed into a kind of fatalism, which gave up all hope of transform-
ing the present. It also recalls Cassirer’s own final criticism from 1945 
in The Myth of the State, as quoted earlier, which accused Heidegger of 
philosophical fatalism. Despite its apparent pertinence, I consider this 
common criticism to be misleading as a reading of Heidegger’s project.
First of all, it fails entirely to account for his prevailing preoccupation
with the problem of actually seeking an articulation of what it could
mean to think freely in the age of technology. It also fails to accounty
for his acute attentiveness to the internal controlling forces of tech-
nical rationality itself, related in some respects to what Adorno and
Horkheimer would also explore in the Dialectics of Enlightenment, andt
that would also become a central theme in the work of Foucault. The 
point of Heidegger’s therapy, as vague as it may seem, is not to give up 
and simply abide, but to actively seek and cultivate a new relation to the 
essence of the technical, not to submit oneself to its power.

If we return again to where we began, in the Davos discussion, we can
try to imagine what and how Cassirer would respond to such a suggested
therapy. Let us suppose that Heidegger’s point is that we cannot hope to 
transcend entirely the finite historical space of technology, for it marks
a thrownness and destiny within which we stand, and every attempt 
to project it along an ideality or a universal value will therefore just
reproduce inadvertently that very same finitude. Then Cassirer would
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probably respond that the very idea of such a closed historical destiny 
already presupposes some sort of ideality and a universality in order to 
be understood as such – in other words, some sense of rationality. And
in this argument, as he also stated it in the Davos debate, he has of 
course a strong dialectical point. But Heidegger’s response would prob-
ably be that even though every notion of finitude logically implies that
of the infinite as its defining opposite, we should not believe that we
can grasp the world from this realized pole of infinity. We can perhaps 
experience its evanescent nature in our attempt to make our situation
comprehensible, but if we believe that we can grasp it, we will end up in
an illusory mastery, in which we are in the end controlled by that which
we sought so control. The idea that technology could be mastered and
rationally guided by means of an effort of the will would, in Heidegger’s 
understanding, place us in such a trap of illusory self-guidance. 

In saying this he would still not be urging us to give up and wait for
a saviour, but to remain wakeful to what this call for control carries 
within it. No doubt Cassirer would call into question such a strategy 
for giving way, nevertheless, to a kind of fatalism. And in the reference
to technology as an inescapable destiny, he would hear the echo of a
proto-totalitarian discourse which he had learned bitterly to be atten-
tive to in the realm of politics. If we do not take charge of our situation,
if we do not at least try to formulate to the best of our knowledge the 
ethical and political goals with which we would like to see technology
develop, we leave its application in the hands of future despots or sim-
ply a random rule. The enormous political efforts to establish a global
consensus on the fabrication and proliferation of nuclear arms, and also
of the civil use of nuclear energy, could be seen as examples of both
the necessity and the at least partial success of such an approach to the
threatening reality of modern technology.

Heidegger would most likely respond that the approach to technol-
ogy for which he had argued should not be seen as contradicting any
efforts to make current and future technology more safe and more
useful to humanity. But he would strongly insist that if we do not
try to genuinely understand the essence of the technical, and thus 
also the essence of the kind of rationality of which our metaphysical-
philosophical tradition is partly an outcome, we will remain blind to an
inherent totalitarian and controlling temptation which lies at the root
of this technical rationality itself. In other words, technology is not a
neutral force, simply to be used according to the application of an ethi-
cal imperative. Its reach over human thinking and experience is greater
than that. And only if we permit ourselves to contemplate it from the
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viewpoint of a certain disengagement can we understand the nature
of this imperative. If we, on the other hand, refrain from this level or
mode of reflection we risk losing something very essential to philoso-
phy itself. For philosophy, in the age of technology, will easily fall prey
to the technological imperative, in which its mode of questioning gives
way to a technical-scientific rationality, where cybernetics, cognitive 
science and applied ethics will appear as the logical outcome of its
tradition. This is why an inherited sense of rationality and universal
explicability must continue to be reflected from within an experience
of the finitude of our historical-destinal situation. Rationality itself, not
least in its technical-instrumental application, is in itself a finite des-
tiny, a space of meaning and understanding within which we stand, but 
which we can only grasp as such as long as we do not project ourselves
inadvertently in its direction.

To what extent would Cassirer have followed him also in this last 
argument? Here the issue is not the interpretation of Kant and his
critical idealism, but the very possibility of a rational ethical critique of 
the technological present. We will never know. But, just as in the case 
of the Davos debate on the inheritance of Kant, we can see how their
respective standpoints on the question of technology together delineate
a space of questioning which the present has by no means transcended,
but which, on the contrary, constitutes a prevailing situation within 
which we stand.
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Technical Activity as a Symbolic
Form 

Comparing Money and Language1

Jean Lassègue

My aim in this article is to discuss Ernst Cassirer’s conception of techni-
cal activity in relation with the notion of a symbolic form. The ques-
tions I shall raise are: in what sense is technical activity a symbolic
form? What kind of relationship does technical activity entertain with
other forms and in particular with language? And what does this rela-
tionship teach us about technical activity today? After trying to answer
these questions in a theoretical way, I shall use the comparison between
money (interpreted as a technology) and language (interpreted as the 
paradigmatic symbolic form) as a case study.

A disparity in Cassirer’s philosophy

Linguistic versus technical activity

In Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (3 volumes), the relationship 
between symbolic forms is always interpreted from the point of view
of language, since it is ultimately the human attitude towards language
which makes new symbolic forms possible: the vision of the world
remains mythical, says Cassirer, when the human attitude towards 
natural language is that of proximity, and it becomes scientific only 
when the human attitude towards natural language is that of a divorce. 
If mythical thought is considered as the most primitive symbolic form
in the historical order, it is nevertheless the attitude towards language
which allows for the further symbolic developments of humanity. In 
the case of technical activity, how should its relationship towards myth
and language be described? Is technical activity opposed to myth and
language, the same way science is? Or, on the contrary, does technical 
activity possess a common ground with myth and language?

139
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If we take into account Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms only,
we are left with speculations, since technical activity is not analysed as 
such. Consequently, technical activity is not considered as a primary 
symbolic form alongside language, mythical thought or science and 
we do not even know if it is a symbolic form at all. Rather, what is 
stressed in the first two volumes, as well as in other works of the same 
period,2 is the proximity of mythological thought to language. In the
philosophy of symbolic forms in general, the relationship between
language, on the one hand, and mythological thought and science, on
the other, is always kept in balance: the most mythical layers of mean-
ing are always active in language, which is nonetheless a means of 
escaping from these very layers at some later step in the development 
of symbolic forms. Language possesses, therefore, the unique versatile 
power of pervading all symbolic forms, from the most mythical to the
most scientific ones. Thus, at the time he developed his philosophy of 
symbolic forms, Cassirer’s philosophical agenda was clearly focused on
the attitude towards language, since it is this attitude which directly 
modifies the inner balance between other symbolic forms, especially 
mythical and scientific thought. Hence the crucial role played by lan-
guage right from the beginning, from the first volume and onwards in 
the other two.

The importance of ‘Form and Technology’ (‘Form und Technik’), pub-
lished in 1930,3 clearly derives from its focusing on the question of the
nature of technical activity in its relationship with the notion of sym-
bolic form. What is striking in this article is that an opposition is being
made between language and technical activity, on the one hand, and
mythological thought, on the other: when man was still immersedin
a mythical vision of the world, says Cassirer quoting Herder, language 
and tools opened up an entirely new realm by severing him from the
immediate present and attracting him into the workings of mediation.
But one has to ask the following question: is the linguistic mediation of 
the same kind as the technical one? In the case of language, two dimen-
sions seem to be at stake: the dimension of expressivity – that is, the fact y
that one has to acknowledge that he or she is the addressee of what
happens in a particular situation – and the dimension of  semiosis – that
is, the fact that any given meaning of a sign is appointed by repeti-
tion, and it is thanks to other signs that a sign is recognised as such,
otherwise the sign loses its character as a sign and becomes a mere piece 
of matter deprived of meaning. In the case of technical activity, the 
mediation is not of the same kind because it operates between a tool 
and Nature, defined as this entity which neither addresses anything to 
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humans nor depends on their semiotic conventions: hence the obvious
discrepancy for any unbiased reader between the two kinds of media-
tion. Nevertheless, in ‘Form and Technology’, linguistic and technical
activities are both seen as primitive symbolic forms, used as vectors of 
a progressive disengagement from the mythical attitude to the world.
Cassirer seems therefore to answer the question regarding the relation-
ship of technical activity to language and to mythological thought in a
twofold way: first, he identifies the case of technical activity with that
of language from the point of view of their mediating power; second, he
argues that technical activity is opposed to mythological thought in the
same way as language can ultimately become opposed to mythological
thought.4

Thus, it seems undeniable that the two points of view in The
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms and in ‘Form and Technology’ are in
opposition to one another, even if language keeps its fundamental 
role in both of them. Is it only a difference of presentation? The dis-
crepancy seems much deeper than this. The description developed in
The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms is, in fact, transcendental: language 
is construed as the basic form within which other symbolic forms can
be conceived on an a priori basis. Even if the description starts with 
language and ends with science, there is no finality which would lead
from mythological thought to science as the ultimate symbolic form,5

and both of them appear more as examples of symbolic analysis than
as steps towards an ultimate knowledge conceived in a kind of Hegelian 
way. The point of view developed in ‘Form and Technology’ is histori-
cal: the mythical interpretation of the world is the basic socio-semiotic
situation in the history of humanity, from which a way out became 
possible thanks to the mediation of language and technical activity. It 
is the inner relationship between language and technical activity which
prompted the mutation leading from a mythical attitude to the world
to a scientific one. Therefore, the two viewpoints exposed by Cassirer
do not match, not only because finality is not interpreted in the same
way in the two works but because the emphasis on language in the first
one involves a semiotic state which is immediately given thanks to the
presence of signs conveying meanings, contrary to what happens in the 
second one, where technical activity is not immediately  semiotic – that
is, is not characterized as using conventional signs the way language
does. What seems to characterize technical activity in general is its
neutralization of the expressive dimension, due to the fact that it oper-
ates unconsciously: even if the final goal of a technical activity can 
be represented and evaluated by the individual, the technical activity 
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itself is  embodied in such a way as to be forgotten entirely. For example, 
nobody has to think of the potential difference in wires to switch on the
light: this is typical of a technical activity in which the process activated
to reach a goal is entirely blind. And science in general is precisely a 
form in which the main goal of technical activity is directed towards
objectivity conceived as deprived of any expressivity. The point at stake y
is therefore the following: how is it possible for technical activity, the 
inner workings of which are deprived of any expressive dimension, to
be recognized eventually as an activity in itself and therefore as per-
forming a specific form of expression?

We are therefore faced with two problems: (i) if a symbolic form is 
symbolic thanks to the semiotic presence of signs only, in what sense 
can technical activity be considered as a symbolic form in its own right?; 
and (ii) if technical activity is nonetheless acknowledged as a symbolic 
form, what is the relationship between language and technical activity?
There is, I think, a way to answer both questions which remains faithful 
to the spirit, if not to the letter, of Cassirer’s philosophy. 

Activity as the basis of language and tool-making

As for the first question, language is an activity just as much as technical y
activity, as Cassirer pointed out repeatedly, borrowing the Greek con-
cept of ‘energeia’ from Wilhelm von Humboldt and Karl Bühler in order 
to characterize its nature. It is therefore because both language and
technical activity are activities that they have a common ground, not 
because language makes use of signs whereas technical activity does not
necessarily do so. What does ‘activity’ mean in this context? An activ-
ity is a regular sequence of actions focused on a collective goal which 
is performed for its own sake. It involves a way of performing specific
gestures6 in which the use of linguistic signs can be included. The col-
lective aspect of an activity should not therefore be interpreted in terms
of one-to-one transactions between individuals, since it is not the more
or less large number of individuals which makes the activity collective.
It becomes collective when it is performed for its own sake, defining
by its own process what should be considered as proper for the activity
under way. Once an inherent norm is recognized in specific marks and 
gestures, these marks and gestures acquire a social status: the marks may
then be interpreted as signs and the gestures as involving tools. From
this moment on, they can be used for their own sake, defining the norm
which should be followed by the activity. It is therefore not the fact that 
tools are external objects extending an activity already achievable by
other means like the movement of a limb (arm, hand, finger and so on)
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that makes them tools; in order to take place, a human activity needs 
social landmarks that must be recognized as such by those involved in
the activity. These landmarks can eventually become tools when the 
landmarks are involved exclusively to reach the goal of the activity
itself; hence the fact that tools are used unconsciously, except when
they become dysfunctional. And it seems to me that the same holds true
too for the use of linguistic signs, as some psycholinguists have already
pointed out.7

If language and technical activity are to be associated, as is the case in
‘Form and Technology’, we must expand the notion of a symbolic form
to any kind of shared activity, semiotic or semiotic-to-be. Consequently,
we can interpret the nature of linguistic activity as the symbolic form
which keeps transforming itself through the interface it has with
other activities, like the technical one. It is through this interface that
new symbolic forms evolve in their own right, like science. Language 
remains therefore the fundamental basis from which other activities
become susceptible to bearing some expressivity, thus becoming sym-
bolic forms. It is, I believe, this internal symbolic drift which is the core t
of The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms as well as of ‘Form and Technology’, 
and, more generally, of Cassirer’s published philosophy.

As for the second question, which deals with the specific relationship
between language and technical activity, it boils down to the matter of 
how the technical activity becomes a symbolic form. We have to focus 
on the definition of technical activity given by Cassirer to answer this
question.

Three points to reconsider 

If technical activity, along with language, plays a mediating role which
gradually involves a withdrawal from the mythical attitude to the 
world, how is this role to be conceived of? It seems to me that at least
three points should be re-examined in Cassirer’s position if we want to
take into account recent advances in the nature of technical activity.

Language and tool-making as criteria for humanity

In ‘Form and Technology’, Cassirer, along with most of his contempo-
raries,8 defends the idea that both language and technical activity are
criteria that can be used to characterize humanity as such. This ques-
tion has received close scrutiny in the last 20 years or so, and, in view
of these recent findings, it is not possible to expressly defend Cassirer’s 
point of view today.
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Let us take the case of technical activity first. The debate concerning
a possible ‘animal technical activity’ oscillates between two extremes: 
either the cases of humans and of superior primates are identified by
promoters of the animal cause or they are separated by defenders of 
a human specificity. There are very good arguments in contemporary
archaeology and ethology to claim that this second viewpoint is just 
wrong: technical activity has been tracked back to pre-humans9 and, to
some extent, even to animals. Consequently, the position held at the
time of Cassirer is not sustainable in the same terms any longer. But this
new state of affairs is an opportunity to clarify the nature of technical
activity. Thus, the point under discussion is less the presence or absence
of technical activity in animal groups, a fact which is not questionable 
today, than the way animal technical activity is organized and con-
nected to other activities. The indirect consequence of this last point is
that the notion of a symbolic form has to be refined as well.

Let us point out first that in the debates concerning animal technical
activity, and more generally concerning animal culture, the extensive
use of ill-defined and polysemic concepts such as ‘culture’, ‘tradition’
and ‘cooperation’ makes it almost impossible to validate any serious
advance on the issue. But we should try nevertheless to clarify them by 
going back to some anthropological definition of technical activity, like
the one proposed by Marcel Mauss as early as 1936,10 and compare it
to recent findings in ethology, as suggested by anthropologist Frédéric
Joulian.11 The definition of technical activity given by Mauss is based
on three features: it is an activity which is embodied and based on d tradi-
tion. Joulian points out that Mauss could only take into consideration
the first feature – that is, the notion of activity – which in his times was 
studied among superior primates. But today, says Joulian, contempo-
rary primatology is able to track down traditions of behaviours among 
specific animal groups (such as the famous example of the potatoes
being washed by a specific group of Macaque monkeys), as well as 
embodiments of special ways of performing gestures. Far from resting
upon external and rather mechanical criteria to define what a techni-
cal activity is, such as the difference between a bodily gesture and an 
externalized tool, primatology and paleoanthropology are now focusing
on what seems to be the collective dimension of activity. But has this
collective dimension a social aspect in the case of animal groups?

In actual fact, there is a difference in the collective aspects of techni-
cal activity in animal and human groups. What seems to be lacking
in animal technical activity is the technological heterogeneity which y
is found in human activities:12 once a specific tradition of embodied
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activity has emerged within a particular animal group, it spreads over 
the entire group, just as a chemical reaction would do, and is transmit-
ted as such. Contrary to what happens in the case of animal technology, 
human technical activity keeps transforming itself while maintaining
nonetheless a certain stabilized form. For example, this is the case with 
the different styles of stone arrowheads, the evolution of which can
even help determining a chronology of prehistoric civilizations. On 
the contrary, animal technical activity seems to immediately reach a 
standard norm which is not subject to change or in which the change
seems to appear randomly. Therefore, it is not the technical activity 
as such which introduces a difference between humans and animals, 
but rather the way embodied and transmitted activities are collectively
lived, either in a purely symmetrical mimesis as in the animal case or in 
asymmetrical relationships defining roles among a socially diversified 
group of individuals as in the human case.13 Technical activity is there-
fore not human-specific but the way it is merged in a social network of 
activities is very likely to be. This has at least one consequence for the 
notion of a symbolic form: it is not by any activity arbitrarily limited to 
humans that a symbolic form should be characterized, but by a specific 
connection between instability and stability in its inner features. It is
this connection which can help elucidate the notion of a symbolic drift
that I mentioned above.

We must, therefore, add one feature to the definition of technical
activity proposed by Mauss: technical activity is an embodied activity
based on tradition and depending on a social, and basically invisible,
organization in which roles between humans are heterogeneous. We 
can therefore introduce a difference between the technical activity dis-
played by animals and humans, on the one hand, and the technology
only displayed by humans on the other. This way, we can stress the dif-
ference between technical activity which is not considered as symbolic
yet and technology which belongs to the domain of symbolic forms.

Thus we can say that, even if the position held by Cassirer is now
out of date, it does not mean that the debate on the status and the
extension of technical activity in the human and animal world is over.
The term ‘technical activity’ can therefore be attributed to a dimension 
of experience in animal groups but this activity cannot be akin to the
technological one developed by humans, not because the notion of a
tool would not be used properly in animal groups but because the social
dimension in which tools are used seems to be lacking among them. It
is therefore possible to draw a continuity between animal and human
groups from the point of view of technical activity but only if this



146 Technical Activity as a Symbolic Form

caveat is kept in mind: technical activity has not only to do with tools
but also with a social experience of the world which, in the present state 
of knowledge, is thoroughly different in animal and human societies.

Let us briefly mention the case of language now. Language is con-
sidered as human-specific in Cassirer’s philosophy. This question has 
stirred a very passionate debate in linguistic circles, as old as the one 
concerning technical activity and for the same reasons. Though the
problem is immensely complex, it would be, however, a mistake to 
claim that language is spread among other species than humans, even if 
some species like apes, parrots and many other ones are able to display
the ability to communicate. At least two reasons could be given to stress
the specificity of the human case in the animal world. First, the fact that
many species have evolved modes of communication does not mean
that these modes can be assimilated with language. On the contrary,
it would be very surprising, from an ecological point of view, to find
other species having developed modes of communication that were not
fully adapted to their own ecological niche. The human niche is by no
means a terminus ad quem in the global evolution of species, and other
species do not tend to join the human case as if it were the ultimate
goal of evolution. Second, I am yet to be convinced that the kind of 
ability to communicate other species have evolved can be characterized
as linguistic: the fact that an ape seems to be able to categorize different
kinds of predators,14 or that a primate can use a word or even a sentence
to refer to material objects or feelings like pain or hunger, is still very 
far from a linguistic performance which has ultimately to do with an
intentionally shared social world.15 As Michael Tomasello has pointed
out, a linguistic sign emerges only when it is shared by several individu-
als in a very complex intentional framework in which every individual 
in a given situation is able to project his or herself in everybody else’s
place, in order to view the same object or situation which is referred to
but from several points of view at the same time.16

The purpose of these remarks is not to suggest that the problem of 
determining what is linguistic in the animal world is out of date. But
what seems to be now more promising is the recent discovery that 
some linguistic features one would consider as necessary for language
to be identified as such are in fact spread over several species in the
animal world. Tomasello and his collaborators very clearly showed the
existence of cognitive limits between humans and primates both from
a psychological and linguistic point of view,17 but also showed that
these limits are not the same when humans and dogs are compared
with one another as when humans and other primates are concerned.18
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What seems therefore to be specifically human is rather the synthesis of 
features otherwise spread over several species in the animal world, like
the act of pointing or the sensitivity to attentional states. It is of course
the way this synthesis becomes effective that has to be determined
precisely. But whatever the features comprised in this synthesis, we can 
infer that they are not contained in some unique capacity the humans
are miraculously endowed with, but more likely are found within a
particular social structure which is unique to them. If this is the case, it
is not the linguistic features per se, but their synthesis in a single unity, 
which makes the human language qualitatively different from other
modes of communication. This conclusion seems, therefore, to lead in
the same direction as the one which was reached when the nature of 
technical activity was discussed.

Technical activity as organ-projection

In ‘Form and Technology’, Cassirer, reinterpreting in an entirely differ-
ent way speculative ideas first developed by Ernst Kapp, suggests that
the artificial extension of a bodily organ provided by a tool implies a
progressive self-recognition of its function as a mediation in various
contexts. Cassirer’s idea is that using a tool is also transforming its
usage, committing the individual to the ever-increasing power of 
mediation by a progressive detachment from the immediate environ-
ment in which it was first conceived. It is this last process that Marx, as 
Cassirer remarks, rightly called ‘emancipation of the organic barrier’.19

But I wonder if Cassirer – along with Marx before him – does not actu-
ally give too much credit to Kapp in acknowledging the existence of a 
kind of primitive ‘natural state’ of the body, in which individuals would
be bound to their organic selves only and from which humanity parted
thanks to the mediation of technical and linguistic activities. For what
would this ‘primitive state’ of the body be if it was deprived of language
and tool-making? As I said before, the long process through which 
proto-humans finally became the speaking and tool-making species we
know did not have to start from scratch, triggered by a cognitive capac-
ity suddenly becoming active and generating all the cultural changes in
the subsequent history of humanity. Without projecting on a distant
and imaginary past a ‘state of nature’ of the body which reminds more
of Rousseau than of current anthropology, we must rather acknowledge
that the notion of a bodily organ which is in question has very little 
to do with the naturalized image biology has provided us with. In fact,
it has more to do with mythical and linguistic traits that are always
present in human cultures. Let me give an example.
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Clarisse Herrenschmidt showed, in a very Cassirerian way, so to speak,
that the invention of writing as a tool used for the transcription of oral 
languages in Mesopotamia took place when the organ of speech was
externalized under the appearance of a speaking mouth made of clay 
on which signs were engraved.20 Much later, in ancient Greece, the
invention of coined money in the sixth century BC followed a simi-
lar process: it is through the representation of an eye able to see and
evaluate that coins first appeared.21 But her discovery is not referred to 
a naturalized organ-projection as is described by Kapp, but to the myths 
and states of knowledge current in Mesopotamian and Greek cultures
at the time of these technical inventions. Thanks to a patient reading
of the Mesopotamian myth describing the origin of writing, as well as
passages from Herodotus referring to vision and, in a concealed way, to 
money, she was able to show that it was the mythical organs as they 
were imagined in archaic Mesopotamian and Greek cultures that laid at
the heart of the technical role bestowed to the organs.

In the particular case of the emergence of coined money in ancient
Greece, which will be, for obvious reasons, of more interest later on in
the discussion, two cultural facts seem to have played a part in the con-
nection between the eye and the valuation of goods. First, the eye was
considered at the heart of the process of vision: nobody would guess
today that the state of knowledge at that time was that the human
eye was endowed with the capacity of throwing material rays enabling 
vision and that the notion of light as it has been commonly used in
physics since the seventeenth century had absolutely no place in this
process, except for expressing colours.22 Second, a semantic network in 
ancient Greek connects (i) the goddess Artemis, (ii) the eye, the coin
and the moon, all of them being compared to shining disks, and (iii)
the process of measuring and evaluating. Let me briefly describe this
network. The rounded shapes of the moon, the eye and the coin have
obvious morphological similarities. But they also glitter from the inside
since they do not receive their brightness from an external source, such
as light for us today. As for the moon, its etymology in ancient Greek 
refers to measuring and evaluating since ‘moon month’ is ‘that which
measures’, as Cassirer, among others, has pointed out.23 Even if this ety-
mology is still philologically controversial today, archaeology can be of 
some help on this particular matter: the moon is an attribute of Artemis
since a very remote antiquity and it is in the temple of Ephesus devoted 
to Artemis24 that the earliest coined money ever found was discovered
during the 1904–6 excavations directed by archaeologist David George 
Hogarth. There seems to be, therefore, a connection between the cult
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of Artemis as goddess of the moon and the use of money. The act of 
measuring and evaluating which is necessary for the exchange of goods 
could then be associated with vision through the  morphological motif 
of the shining disk, joining together the moon, the eye and the coin.
There is therefore enough evidence to show that, contrary to Kapp’s
point of view, it is not the artificial extension of a bodily organ only that
can explain the progressive self-recognition of its function as a techni-
cal mediation in different contexts, but a specific cultural and social 
background – technological, linguistic and cognitive. This example 
amply shows that there is just no ‘natural state’ prior to a hypothetical
moment where an ‘organ-projection capacity’ the existence of which
we have to bet on would activate such mediations as language and
tools. In fact, there is no way in which a state of human activities could
be conceived of as deprived of mediations.

This being said, the idea of organ-projection is not to be entirely dis-
missed, for it is true, as Cassirer points out in ‘Form and Technology’,
that it is related to the idea of self-knowledge, even if today’s advances in
psychology would interpret this relationship in a very different way. 

Technical activity as an anticipation of self-knowledge

In the case of technical activity, Cassirer insists upon the fact that the 
individuals encounter from outside something which is, in fact, uncon-
sciously produced by them and in which they can, later on, recognize
the mark of their own self. We already noticed that this was the way 
in which Cassirer conceived of the progressive mutation of technical
activity from a globally unconscious activity to a consciously oriented 
one, that we called ‘technology’. The reason why technical activity is
interpreted by Cassirer as an anticipation of self-knowledge is therefore
that it is the only way technical activity can become progressively inte-
grated in the realm of symbolic forms. But since I have just shown that
this progressive integration cannot be the result of an organ-projection
capacity only, is it still possible to construe technical activity as an 
anticipation of self-knowledge? Can we conceive technical activity as
an activity which progressively becomes consciously oriented, just like
any another symbolic form? And if this is so, does this process follow
the same direction as language?

From unconscious to partially conscious activity 

In the case of technical activity, the steps leading from an unconscious
activity to a subjectively conscious one are not as straight as Cassirer 
seems to assume. There are at least two reasons why technical activity
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keeps being a challenge for a subjectively conscious reflection of its
own process: (i) in technical activity, the projection of the self made 
possible by tool usage implies an embodiment which has necessarily
an  unconscious phase; (ii) technology cannot be mastered by a single
individual and is the result of a global social structure in which the
individual plays only a small part.

First, the incidence of technical usage of self-knowledge seems 
doubtful at an individual level: for a technical device to be efficient, 
it must be unconsciously incorporated and must therefore become a 
part of the individual’s body. Let me take an example borrowed from
psychologist Charles Lenay: if I try to park a car and if I hit the pave-
ment, I perceive that ‘I’ hit the pavement, not the wheels of the car
which became part of myself during the process of driving. Drawing 
from this example, Charles Lenay makes the following remark: ‘when 
a tool is used to  perceive, it is not itself perceived. The tool does
not participate in the perceptive activity as a perceived form but as 
it transforms the conditions of action and therefore, all the percep-
tive field accessible.’25 Therefore, it is true that the use of a technical
device unconsciously expands the self by way of what can be called
an ‘organ-projection’ and it is true that the perception of the self is
being modified in the process. But it is only when the device becomes
dysfunctional – that is, when the expanded self stops being projected
in the device – that the individual becomes aware of this expansion
which has now disappeared. It is, therefore, in a very peculiar situa-
tion only that the expansion of the self becomes conscious – that is,
only when it is remembered and not presently perceived through thed
technical device. We must, therefore, come to the conclusion that
there will always be an unconscious moment in technical usage and
that the relationship between unconscious and conscious moments in 
the case of technical usage does not necessarily lead to an additional 
self-knowledge.

The second reason why technology is not directly connected to self-
knowledge has to do with its social aspects: as far as the process of creat-
ing technological devices is concerned, it is by no means a rule that it is 
mastered by a single individual. Although the example of Leonardo da
Vinci mentioned by Cassirer in ‘Form and Technology’26 seems to indi-
cate the opposite, since Leonardo managed to use his creative genius in
technology as much as in art, even he was not able to master the whole
process of research and development that is needed to complete a tech-
nological device: most of his engineering projects remained unfinished
at various stages of development because they lacked the relevant social
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structure. Moreover, the example of Leonardo shows that technological 
creation is interpreted by Cassirer through an Aristotelian perspective,
which induces some kind of misunderstanding regarding the difference
between individual craftsmanship and socially based technology. But a 
tool is not a technology, precisely because its conception and usage
can be mastered at an individual level, contrary to technology. One 
can even claim, as Alfred Sohn-Rethel did, that technology rests pre-
cisely upon a social division of labour between those who collectively
develop and apply science, on the one hand, and those who do not, on
the other.27 Still, self-knowledge entertains some link with technology 
interpreted as a social activity.

Publicly shared activities as symbolic forms

Self-knowledge does not depend on the private capacity of organ-
projection which would find an expression in technology. Self-
knowledge depends on publicly shared forms through which individuals
find ways to express themselves. This interpretation of self-knowledge
supposes that individuals do not naturally possess the semiotic means
of expressing themselves but find these means in socially instituted
forms, such as technologies and languages, which were present before
the individuals and which they inherit and transform. Therefore, self-
knowledge depends on socially warranted activities materialized in
specific symbolic forms, one of them being technology. Interpreting
Cassirer’s notion of a symbolic form this way, self-knowledge is not 
the immediate response one can naturally expect from technology
usage: self-knowledge in general is a socially mediated effect of several 
symbolic forms on the individuals. The case of technology, both from
the point of view of usage and of creation, is particularly clear on this
point since its whole process cannot, as a social activity, be mastered 
from an individual point of view. A ‘symbolic’ activity will therefore be 
broadly defined as an activity which makes possible the organization of 
social behaviours and anticipates their course via publicly shared forms,
symbols and values at the same time.

These three points being clarified, I would like to study the relation-
ship between technical and linguistic activities in a particular case: the
analogy between money and language.

The analogy between money and language28

First, let me justify the use of this analogy by quoting the third volume
of The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, where Cassirer extensively recalls 
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the Kantian phrase according to which modern science is able to ‘spell 
out phenomena so that we may be able to read them as experience’.29

If we take the image literally, modern science started when nature 
became readable. The comparison between the letters of the alphabet 
and the atoms of the universe is a recurring theme since the beginning 
of philosophy in ancient Greece, as Eric A. Havelock has pointed out.30

Though this is not explicitly stated by Cassirer, it is the technology 
of writing and reading which contributed to the severing of language 
from myth and its redirection towards what would become science. If 
we agree in saying, as Cassirer maintains in ‘Form and Technology’,
that the tool announces the twilight of the magical and mythical
world,31 then the comparison between technical activity and lan-
guage should focus on one of its most powerful means, the graphic 
technology of writing. Writing construed as a graphic technology is
used for many purposes, even if what comes immediately to mind is 
the translation of oral speech. But another usage is of equal impor-
tance: the possibility of describing and extensively using the notion
of numbers. In the third volume of The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, 
just mentioned, Cassirer states also, quoting pre-Socratic philosopher 
Philolaus, that it is in the mastering of the realm of numbers per se that 
science originates.

Therefore, I suggest that, rather than studying the relationship
between the technology of writing and language interpreted as oral
speech only, the comparison should also include the relationship 
between the technology of writing and the notion of numbers, con-
sidered as the main semiotic medium of science. In this way, language 
can be studied from a technical angle and in its full range, from its
mythical to its scientific usages. That is why the comparison between 
language and technical activity that I would like to defend in the fol-
lowing pages as a case study concerns the notions of money consideredy
as a technological vector of arithmetic, on the one hand, and language
as the most fundamental symbolic form on the other. This way, I hope
to provide an example of what makes possible the ‘symbolic drift’
I referred to above.

Three common features

Contrary to a classical viewpoint, which would consider that either
the monetary value or the linguistic meaning depends on the intrin-
sic nature of the entity they refer to, the notion of a symbolic form
helps clarify the fact that it is through the transactions themselves
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that the very notion of value or meaning can emerge. This is, I think,
what Cassirer calls a ‘mediation’: an activity produces its own material
medium but it is through this medium that the activity keeps being
elaborated. From this point of view, money and language are not differ-
ent: as material mediations, any monetary value or linguistic meaning is
indistinctively a sign of a shared interaction and a tool for its investiga-
tion. This has several important consequences.

General equivalent

To make myself clear, I will start with a very simple model of exchange
first developed by anthropologist Alain Testart.32 Let us suppose that
three persons A, B and C exchange different goods with one another in
one-to-one transactions: A exchanges with B, B with C and C with A. In
most cases, after a certain period of time, no one will have exchanged 
exactly the same quantity of goods and individual A can be in debt to
individual B, as well as B to C and C to A. If they finally decide to use 
a certain kind of monetary token in order to get rid of the debt each 
of them has towards another one, they will therefore replace a contex-
tual debt related to a specific person and a specific transaction with a
decontextualized situation in which neither the persons nor the trans-
actions matter any longer. Money transforms personal relationships 
into arithmetic quantities as long as the tokens of these quantities are
recognized and trusted as such by all the parties. As soon as a mon-
etary token becomes decontextualized, the value given to the token 
depends on multiple transactions which all depend on the expecta-
tions of the different protagonists. Money becomes, therefore, a general
equivalent as it gives access to any kind of goods, whether present or
not, for it anticipates the attribution of any value to any good on a
predetermined scale.

This is also exemplified in the history of coined money in ancient 
Greece: used first in the Artemision as a propitiating token given by
women before childbirth, the use of money would expand in other
directions of activity, reformatting the notion of exchange itself and
imposing its own standard of monetary exchange.33

This is also true of language: the attribution of a particular linguis-
tic meaning to a sign depends on the collective use of this meaning,
which is not only related to the context in which it is presently in use
but also to a collective usage that plays the same part as a market gov-
erned by supply and demand. And, in both cases, any monetary token
or  linguistic sign, once it is recognized and trusted as such, anticipates
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the value or meaning of any other token or sign, whether it is present
or not. But, of course, language is a much more complex form than 
money, for the latter lacks the very intricate compositionality that one
finds in languages and which cannot be accounted for on a simple 
arithmetical scale.

General equivalents are only tentatively universal: it is through the
diversity of languages that something like a meaning can be conceived
of, as it is only through the operation of monetary exchange that distinct
currencies keep a differential value and remain valuable. Consequently, 
what appears to be an instability of value or meaning is not a shortcom-
ing but the very condition of possibility of their existence: it is necessary 
that interactions modify the open series of their occurrences if a value or
a meaning is to remain alive.

Self-evaluation

Since a monetary value or a linguistic meaning does not depend on
a predetermined nature derived from the entity (thing or good) it is
attributed to,34 it must be within the transaction in which it partici-
pates that it takes shape. As a result, an activity defines its own crite-
rion of evaluation because it modifies its own shape by modifying the
internal medium it has itself produced. To this extent, any activity 
involving money or language as material mediations is at the same
time, as Cassirer said in ‘Form and Technology’, an activity focused
on money and language themselves, interpreted as a sign of a social 
interaction and as a technology for its investigation. This is made
clear by the  example I have already used: the progressive extension of 
monetary use in ancient Greece changed the very nature of what was
considered valuable because what was exchanged was, henceforth, a 
measurable good, sold or bought by protagonists who then became
private individuals taking part in a market (agora), itself warranted by 
one or several third parties (market supervisors appointed by the city 
called agoranomoï,ï 35 state mint and customs).36 Starting from a ritual
and religious context, coined money became the archetype of an 
exchange of goods. Consequently, what is considered valuable depends 
as much on symbolic values as on ‘useful’ ones because the very notion 
of utility is not defined once and for all but emerges from the transac-
tions it makes possible. Therefore, any monetary or linguistic theory
which presupposes that a predetermined and objective criterion can be 
assigned to an object or a sign – for example, utility in economics or
logical reference in linguistics – is bound to be criticized on the same 
ground as Kapp was criticized by Cassirer, for there is no objective
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nature from which values and meanings can be derived prior to the 
effective  activity itself.

Practical and mythical aspects

The fact that what is valuable or has a meaning cannot be determined 
in advance outside the effective transactions it is engaged in, casts
light on what Cassirer means by the ‘mythical’ aspects of tool-making
and language: practical and mythical aspects of value and meaning are
intertwined and cannot be severed from one another. Let me start with 
money first, in which the fictional and practical dimensions are clearly
intermingled.

Money is fictional because its purchasing power entirely relies on
trust and mutual anticipations between the individuals who accept its
role and are therefore engaged in a specific kind of transaction which 
was non-existent before it was set up. Moreover, when the historical
origins of money are examined, one finds that it was not the utilitar-
ian perspective which was the key factor that triggered its emergence.
Money appeared first in a mythical and ritual context in order to 
respond to social commitments that had no mercantile basis: marriage,
mourning, vengeance, favouring the gods. On the other hand, money
cannot be considered as fictional only because, as a general equiva-
lent, it completely revolutionized the structure of exchange itself by 
transforming the very idea of what an exchangeable good was. From 
this point of view, it is a constraint placed upon every other individual 
exchange once it has been set up as a standard form. There is, therefore,
a strong continuity between social obligation, mythical participation in
the world and economic exchange.

The same is true about language: language is fictional in the sense
that the meanings attributed to signs entirely depend upon a mutual
agreement which is arbitrary; but language cannot be considered as
fictional only, because it also participates in the production of things,
actions and social roles and is not merely a recording of what would go
on otherwise. Language is more an ongoing drama in itself than a way
of reporting what happens outside itself. This drama cannot be founded
only on the search for pre-existing meanings because meanings, the
search for which is described in language, are themselves built and con-
cretely accessed through language activity.

Following Cassirer, who showed many times that, in order to scien-
tifically describe an object, one has to abstract its functional role, I will
now describe the four main functions that money usage and linguistic
activity have in common.
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A chart of four common functions

Four traditional functions of language can be analysed by analogy to
those classically assigned to money: evaluation, payment, circulation
and saving. They all can be described in a chart which shows tight cor-
respondences between the two kinds of activity:

Money Language

Evaluation –  Anticipation of supply
and demand 

–  Differential valuation of 
goods

–  Money as a means of 
evaluation is part of 
evaluation itself 

–  Anticipation of future usage
–  Differential meanings deter-

mined through predication
–  Language as a means of evalua-

tion is itself being re-evaluated

Payment –  Medium of decontextualized
values that can be recontex-
tualized

–  Diversity and competition
between currencies 
according to the type of tra-
nsaction

–  Status: ex creditor/debtor
–  Obligations: contracts, 

debts
– Roles in transactions

–  Medium of decontextualized
meanings that can be recontex-
tualized

–  Diversity and competition
between types of discourse 
according to context

– Status of addressees
–  Obligations: stylistic codes and

genres
– Actantial roles

Circulation –  Conversion of things
into commodities and 
goods 

–  Diversification of means
of transaction (money,
cheques …)

–  Perception of flows
(money, commodity) by
agents

–  Sharing of common experience
structured in ‘objects’, ‘actions’, 
‘qualities’ through naming and 
predication 

–  Diversification of meaning
(polysemy) and development of 
vocabulary

–  Perception of thematic genres by
speakers

Saving – Hoarding
–  Authorized institutions 

(states, banks): warranties 
and norms

– Standardization

– Vocabulary
– Idiomatic phrases, proverbs
– Authorized speakers
– Canonical forms of discourse

This chart shows how precise the correspondence between money and
language can be. From a philosophical point of view, it shows also in 
what sense language plays a fundamental role in the gradual differen-
tiation of symbolic forms, since it remains the basis from which other
forms emerge.
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Conclusion

The comparison between money and language developed here is just
one point of view among many others from which Cassirer’s concep-
tion of technical activity can be evaluated. I hope this example has 
contributed to show the following: (i) that the general framework set
up by Cassirer allows the progressive building-up of technical activity as
a symbolic form; (ii) that, nevertheless, contrary to what Cassirer tends
to do in ‘Form and Technology’, it is not possible to restrict the nature
of technical activity to the notion of tool usage, for it also involves the
gradual constitution of technology based on semiotic interactions; (iii)
that, more deeply, Cassirer tends to minimize the expressive dimen-
sion of technical activity, although this dimension is perceptible in the
notions of style and norm (one reason which would explain this mini-
mization is that technical activity contributes to the objectivity of sci-
ence in building up experiments deprived of any expressive dimension,
science being acknowledged by Cassirer as one of the most fundamental 
symbolic directions taken by humans); (iv) that it is possible, however,
to show that the interactions between technical and linguistic activi-
ties are deeper than one might think first, as the comparison between
money and language has, it is hoped, revealed.
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7
The Power of Voice 

Ernst Cassirer and Bertolt Brecht on
Technology, Expressivity and Democracy

Ingvild Folkvord

An archive recording gives me access to the reading of a German poem.
The recording is from 1953. The sound quality is rather poor, yet the 
words are clear. They are spoken by a male voice whose intonation indi-
cates a connection to southern Germany. I am familiar with the wording 
from previous readings, but find myself surprised by the intonation: it
starts out almost monotonously, then it becomes more vivid, and certain
phrases are even spoken with an almost pastoral diction. The recording
is of the German author Bertolt Brecht rendering his own poem ‘An die 
Nachgeborenen’ (‘To Posterity’), which he wrote between 1934 and 1938.
The poem addresses future generations, asking them to be forbearing in
their memory of a colloquial ‘we’, who ‘wished to lay the foundations
of kindness’, yet ‘could not ourselves be kind’.1 Towards the end of the 
recording, in the part which appears as the third unit of the written text,
the reader’s voice changes significantly for the word ‘Ihr’ – ‘you’ – which
is read out more loudly and with a stronger emphasis. It is as if, through 
this emphasis, Brecht wants to contribute to the transmission of his mes-
sage across the time separating him from his future listeners and readers
who are explicitly addressed in this now-canonized German poem.

Bertolt Brecht was consciously aware of the difference it makes to our 
reception, whether we read a text or hear it rendered by a human voice.
As early as the 1920s, he reflected critically on the social effects of radio 
mediation and, later, his experimentation with the new genre of the
radio play coincided with Ernst Cassirer’s work on the essay ‘Form and 
Technology’. In Cassirer and Brecht’s cultural environment during this 
particular time, in the politically unstable Weimar Republic of the 1920s
and the early 30s, the negotiations on the new mass media were closely 
intertwined with the political tensions of the period and its different ver-
sions of ‘faith and mistrust in democratic procedures and in the political
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maturity of the citizens’.2 Whereas Brecht was strongly concerned
about the potential invasion and seduction of the listener by the new
state-controlled mass media, Cassirer’s more principled approach to
technology and meaning sought to develop a theoretical framework 
which accounted for modern technology as a potentially formative tool, 
integrating human expressivity as a level of meaning. A juxtaposition of 
these two thinkers may seem to amount to a comparison of incompati-
bles. And indeed, the liberal philosopher and the Marxist author address
different audiences; they work in different genres with different aims 
and ambitions. Yet, they meet in a dynamic understanding of cultural 
tools and a concern about the development of democracy in a politically 
polarized cultural environment. Furthermore, there is a strong connec-
tion and continuity between Brecht’s avant-garde approaches from the 
first third of the twentieth-century, and later attempts to conceptualize
the auditive field in critical theory and poststructuralism. This is the par-
ticular context in which my comparison of Brecht and Cassirer seeks to
shed light on the resources contained in Cassirer’s approach to meaning,
and the current relevance of his approach for an attempt to frame and 
understand voice phenomena and listening reception. 

In the first part of this chapter, I address this issue by drawing critical 
attention to the scepticism which has determined influential system-
atic approaches to voice phenomena and radio culture since the end of 
World War II. In the second part, I juxtapose Brecht’s take on radio and 
Cassirer’s understanding of technology and meaning. Initially, I compare
Cassirer’s rather principled approach in ‘Form and Technology’ – in 
which he seeks to integrate technology as one of several symbolic forms – 
to Brecht’s critical engagement with the new mass medium of radio in 
his immediate cultural environment. My comparison of their approaches
to human expressivity then concentrates more specifically on their
respective attempts to come to terms with the effects of what Marshall 
McLuhan later referred to as the ‘intimate’, or the ‘person to person’3

aspect, involved in radio mediation. The final part of the chapter centres 
on the ambiguous notion of the open subject: on the listening receptivity 
regarded as a resource, but at the same time as a source of highly prob-
lematic exposure to external forces and their manipulative power. 

Hardened scepticism

Whereas radio practitioners, audio-book publishers, and other non-
academics have emphasized the connection between listening reception
and creative imagination, systematic approaches in the fields of cultural 
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studies and aesthetics have been far more ambivalent and reluctant
to recognize the particular expressivity of voice phenomena as part of 
our cultural production of meaning. The intimate connection between
medium and listener, and radio’s seductive force as a result of this inti-
macy, has been a major concern in post-World War II approaches to the 
radio: ‘The radio affects most people intimately, person to person,’ wrote 
Marshall McLuhan in 1964, emphasizing the allegedly problematic myth-
ical dimension of these dynamics. McLuhan likens the radio to a ‘tribal
drum’.4 He explicitly relates this comparison to one particular chapter in
the history of the radio medium, namely its role in the National Socialist
propaganda apparatus during the Third Reich. This is a crucial point of 
reference; McLuhan alleges that, as a medium, radio has the capacity to
evoke ‘archaic tribal ghosts of the most vigorous brand’.5

In a more recent approach, Wolfgang Welsch (1997) asks whether our 
contemporary culture is fast becoming an auditive one. Such a develop-
ment would ‘intensify our awareness of other people and nature’, he
comments.6 Welsch, then, conceives of listening as a mode of reception
which involves ‘openness to the event’.7 Although he considers this
openness a cultural resource, he sees it simultaneously as highly prob-
lematic: ‘Tone penetrates, without distance’, Welsch claims, and this is 
why ‘we are especially in need of protection acoustically’.8 When such
protective gestures appear to be of particular interest to my investigation, 
it is because they frequently indicate systematic shortcomings, a limited
capacity to deal with expressive sound phenomena as meaningful cultural
utterances in their own right. Welsch’s analysis remains rather vague. It is
unclear how ‘we’ ought to be protected, by whom and from what. Yet, his 
approach to the auditive field exemplifies a characteristic ambivalence:
the openness traditionally associated with listening reception is given
positive connotations, but the same openness is also identified as the
very factor which allows violent manipulation by an external force.

Similar tendencies can be traced in the field of aesthetics – for
example, in Mieke Bal’s (2002) analysis of voice mediation in James 
Coleman’s installation Photograph.9 Although Bal elaborates extensively
and interestingly on the voices in Coleman’s installation, at the system-
atic level of her analysis she nonetheless adheres to a conceptualization 
of the listening subject as passive recipient. Or, more precisely, he is pas-
sive unless he is empowered – brought into an active role – as a subject 
participating in the work of art. According to Bal, such participation
can be achieved through formal techniques which effectively block 
the seductive proximity and the processes of identification produced
by the mediation of personal voice. In her reflections on Coleman’s 
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work, the ‘heterochrony’ between words and images – the fact that the 
schoolgirls in the images do not speak themselves, but are accompanied 
by a ‘theatrical and historical’10 voice – emerges as a decisive formal
element. This helps create a ‘suspension of figurativity’,11 Bal argues. 
Within her framework, this suspension appears as aesthetically and
politically potent, since it serves as a precondition for the ability of this 
particular work of art to contribute to an effective ‘anti-individualistic’12

exploration of subjectivity. The analysis thus favours artistic strategies 
of depersonalization. These play a vital role in contemporary aesthetics, 
as they did in the avant-garde radio discourse of the Weimar Republic:
‘The radio speaker ... has no other function than the type,’ Rudolf 
Arnheim insisted in his radio reflections from the early 1930s,13 as if 
rigid formalism could eliminate the expressivity of voice phenomena
and the physiognomic dimension involved in our listening reception.

One significant connector between such avant-garde approaches of 
the first third of the twentieth century and these later attempts to con-
ceptualize sound issues is the idea of separation and distance as the pre-
condition for productive understanding, as reflected in Brecht’s concept 
of the ‘Verfremdungs-Effekt’ – also known as alienation, estrangement, 
or the V-effect. The Brechtian V-effect is related to strategies of deper-
sonalization, and is a well-known part of Brecht’s epic theatre, which he 
developed from the 1920s onwards. Brecht’s idea was to create modes of 
presentation which would limit audience empathy; to reduce the specta-
tor’s potential identification with the characters of a play through a con-
scious distancing. In order to prevent the audience from sinking into the
illusion of the play, Brecht suggested that specific techniques be applied. 
These included the backdrop projection of pictures or texts; use of plac-
ards; episodic presentation of events; and particular modes of acting 
which emphasized the character as a role, thus highlighting the fictional 
status of the theatrical play. Together, such techniques aimed to produce 
a distance which would enable the audience to reflect critically upon 
the play. Although primarily associated with Brecht’s theatrical work, 
the idea of the V-effect also has strong roots in his work on the radio
medium, as we shall see. And, like the approaches taken by McLuhan,
Welsch and Bal, Brecht’s critical reflections on listening reception are 
inseparably tied to reflections on cultural agency and democracy.

Yet, there are significant differences between Brecht’s critical practice 
during the late Weimar Republic, and post-World War II academic 
approaches to the auditive field, such as the ones referred to above.
First, these more recent thinkers do not share Brecht’s ideologically
determined notion of how art should contribute to institutional and
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social change. Second, their approach to language and media technolo-
gies is different: throughout the twentieth century, one can trace a grad-
ual radicalization and hardening of the scepticism inherent in Brecht’s
avant-garde reflections. Influential media theorists from the second
part of the twentieth century, such as McLuhan and Friedrich Kittler,
typically subscribed to a media hermeneutics of scepticism, as opposed
to a more formative cultural hermeneutics emphasizing human agency 
and active reception. Different versions of anti-essentialism and anti-
intentionalism have together contributed to a paradigm in which the 
listening subject is frequently conceptualized as a target, a potential
victim, or even as the site of technological warfare. In an approach
conflating the history of media technology precisely with the history of 
warfare, Kittler claims that, rather than contribute to the development
of human culture, the new technological possibilities to store optical
and acoustical data have produced a development in which ‘human 
memory capacity is bound to dwindle’.14

Today, as the paradigm to which such radicalized media scepticism 
belongs is about to be questioned in highly productive ways, the French
philosopher Jacques Rancière points to one of the problematic aspects 
shared by many of these approaches, namely their definition of the lis-
tener (and the observer) as a passive receiver – unless he is activated by 
certain formal strategies, or, as a theoretician or artist, inhabits a position 
from which it is seemingly possible to act and intervene in a variety of 
ways. Rancière defines such a critical practice as a ‘police distribution
of the sensible’,15 questioning it as a highly problematic regulation
of the field. The active roles are reserved for art and theory, whereas
the ordinary listener, reader, or observer is defined as a site of passive
consumption. 

On this issue, Rancière’s agenda resonates with Cassirer’s cultural 
theory, in which agency is distributed far more generously due to his
recognition of human expressivity as a significant and indispensable 
level of meaning. As a consequence, frequently denigrated notions, 
such as figurativity, personification and identification – which belong
to the realm to which both Brecht’s strategies of ‘Verfremdung’ and later 
versions of critical theory and poststructuralism have sought to estab-
lish a critical distance – can be framed as part of the human production
of knowledge. Or, as put by Cassirer in his essay ‘Form and Technology’,
they can be conceived of as part of the process through which the
human ‘progressively builds up his world, his horizon of “objects”’.16

Reading Ernst Cassirer’s essay from the vantage point of the present, 
and coming from a field of cultural studies still defined by a media
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hermeneutics of radical scepticism, his work provides a very differ-
ent approach to technology. This is especially apparent in its repeated
insistence on the principles of active reception and formative devel-
opment. Drawing heavily on classical references, and including the
tradition of Kant, Goethe, Schiller and Humboldt, Cassirer asserts, time
and again, the individual’s capacity to contribute productively to the
building of his world: ‘The “form” of the world, whether in thought
or action, whether in language or in effective activity, is not simply 
received and accepted by the human being; rather, it must be “built” 
by him,’17 Cassirer claims. Hence, he juxtaposes linguistic and technical 
activities as processes which are both equally important in relation to
what he sees as the gradual formation and articulation of the human
world. Although one might rightly object that Cassirer’s approach tends
to overemphasize the individual’s contribution to these processes,18 this 
very recognition of human agency is crucial in the current reappraisal of 
his philosophy, which particularly emphasizes its performative orienta-
tion.19 In Cassirer’s framework, however, performativity is not defined
as a question of how to do things with words; rather, the question is 
how to do things with a plurality of symbolic forms which here – in the
topical essay from 1930 – also includes technology.

Agency and the formative effects of cultural tools are among the
important aspects considered by Bertolt Brecht and Ernst Cassirer when
they reflect upon the human possibilities of making use of modern
technology and developing it in a productive way. Although Brecht and 
Cassirer worked in very different institutional contexts and neither of 
them engaged directly in the other one’s works and ideas, they respond
to challenges in their cultural environment in ways which supplement
and confront each other – and which can contribute to contemporary
discussions in the field of cultural studies. Thus, three of the notions
dealt with in my previous reflections on post-World War II approaches
to voice phenomena and listening reception will provide the basis for
structuring the juxtaposing of the two thinkers in the next part of this
chapter: their approaches to technology; to human expressivity; and to
the impressionability of the subject.

Brecht versus Cassirer

Approaching technology

The radio is undoubtedly one of the technologies Ernst Cassirer could 
have analysed if his aim had been to develop an explicit and thorough
reflection on one of the transforming tools of his own time. But this is
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not his focus in the essay ‘Form and Technology’. Cassirer’s reflections
on technology are determined by an ambition to contribute to the inte-
gration of technology ‘within the circle of philosophical self reflection’,20

and he locates technology among traditional craft tools. Furthermore,
he stresses the shared origin of language and technology, describing
how they both stem from a ‘common root of forming gestalts, gradually 
unfolding and branching off from it’.21 Yet, his theoretical reflections
on technology are surrounded by the new mass media in more than
one sense. John Krois has pointed out how Cassirer’s own family was 
involved in the engineering and production of radio technology,22 and
in the volume Kunst und Technik, where ‘Form and Technology’ was
first published, there are several contributions on the broadcast and 
its function in the contemporary culture of the Weimar Republic.23

Leo Kestenberg, the editor of Kunst und Technik, argues, as a matter of 
fact, that these essays should be taken to supplement Cassirer’s essay.
According to Kestenberg’s editorial preface, Cassirer’s essay belongs to 
the philosophical and sociological contributions located at the very 
beginning of the volume, whose function is to provide ‘a reliable foun-
dation’ for the following contributions which will then penetrate into
the middle of the ‘separate appearances’.24

In comparison, when Bertolt Brecht’s scattered reflections on the 
radio have frequently been referred to as his ‘radio-theory’, this must
be said to amount to something of an exaggeration. However, Brecht’s 
texts do contain an explicit reflection on the new mass medium and its
political implications in the late Weimar Republic, the cultural environ-
ment in which both Brecht and Cassirer lived and worked until they
both had to flee from the Nazi regime in 1933. The radio needs to be
‘refunctionalized’ (‘umfunktioniert’), Brecht claims; it must be trans-
formed from a ‘distribution apparatus into a communications appa-
ratus’.25 The quotation is from one of his speeches in the early 1930s,
and his commentary goes beyond the mere ambition of producing
avant-garde works which involve and engage the listening audience in
new ways. At this point, Brecht was well aware of the technological and
political origin of the limitations which determined the development
of the German radio medium. Whereas American radio history started 
with radiotelephony, with hundreds of amateur and semi-commercial 
broadcasters, amateur broadcasting was prohibited in the early Weimar 
Republic. The state control and censorship which characterized German
broadcasting from its inception was supposed to prevent political inter-
ference in radio programmes – an idea based upon an understanding of 
the state as an institution elevated above the political sphere. Despite
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these restrictions, the number of radio listeners increased rapidly and,
by 1930, Germany had 3 million radio owners.26

According to the general expectations which determined German
radio policy during this period, the new radio medium should be apo-
litical, contribute to the education of the people and provide the popu-
lation with advice on how to cope with the challenges of modern life. 
Such issues are also reflected in Kunst und Technik, in the volume where
Cassirer’s essay was first published. One of the contributions dealing 
with the radio presents the organizational structure of the German
broadcasting institution, describing the functions of its numerous 
boards and directors. Its author, Kurt von Boeckmann, emphasizes the
federal legitimacy of this organization, and stresses how, from its very 
beginnings, German radio has fortunately been ‘detached’, keeping a
safe distance from pure commercial interests, from the one- dimensional 
interests of political parties and from amateurism.27 Another essay, 
written by Ernst Hardt, elaborates on the radio medium as part of a 
vital oral tradition with the potential to unify, to bring together differ-
ent groups in society: ‘scholars, poets and the people’.28 Both contribu-
tions reflect the national radio policy of the period – Hardt’s support
for the law prohibiting the broadcasting of parliamentary discussions
perhaps most strikingly so. Such mass mediation of political negotia-
tions cannot be recommended, he argues, because the participants in 
the debates, the politicians, are not yet mature enough for this kind
of public exposure.29 Again, the implementation of the new tech-
nology is evaluated according to its expected impact on democratic
development. 

Brecht takes a different perspective in his texts on the radio medium:
when the politicians are afraid of their voices being heard throughout
the entire country, their fear is very legitimate, he writes. But their 
fear should not be allowed to determine broadcasting policy. In his 
‘Suggestions for the Director of Radio Broadcasting’ (1927), published
in the Berliner Börsen-Courier, he therefore recommends closer contactr
with the political negotiations, and suggests broadcasting directly from
important public events and from institutional life in the Weimar 
Republic: ‘I believe that you must move with the apparatuses closer to the real 
events and not simply limit yourself to reproducing or reporting. You must 
go to the parliamentary sessions of the Reichstag and especially to the
court trials.’30 At the same time, Brecht claims that a transformation is 
needed of the very technology, in order to make real ‘exchange’ possible 
between the different parties, rather than simply facilitating distribu-
tion from one party to another.31
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Compared to Brecht’s reflections on the social effects of the new 
medium, a far more affirmative commitment to the radio as a demo-
cratic and liberating tool is traceable in the works of other commenta-
tors. For example, Leo Kestenberg claims in his preface to Kunst und 
Technik that, whereas art remains the empire of the few, technology
is everybody’s empire.32 The philosopher Hans Reichenbach, one of 
Cassirer’s friends, argues along similar lines, but with a particular 
emphasis on the radio as the cultural resource. In the handbook Was ist 
Radio (1929), Reichenbach identifies the radio medium as proof of how
the increasing power of technology is able to bring ‘intellectual wealth
to all levels of society’, while simultaneously mocking the ‘ridiculous
fear of the technologisation of culture’.33 The virtue of the new medium 
is here identified as its capacity to distribute culturally valuable content
to a larger segment of the population. According to both Cassirer and
Brecht, however, technology cannot simply be regarded as a neutral
tool for distribution; it is always also a formative tool which shapes its
contents and its users.

Cassirer’s approach to technology is more affirmative than that of 
Brecht. Moreover, the focus of his affirmation is on a different level
and has a different function. And, unlike Reichenbach, Cassirer’s aim 
is not to identify positive effects of technology; rather, it is to avoid an
alienating effect being ascribed to technology as such. Both in ‘Form
and Technology’ and elsewhere in his oeuvre, Cassirer explicitly refuses
to commit to any kind of general scepticism which claims that culture,
language or technology are alienating forces in themselves. He fre-
quently clarifies in what respects his position differs by juxtaposing it to
Georg Simmel’s version of the ‘Tragedy of Culture’, according to which 
modern man’s faith is negatively determined by the fact that he pro-
duces a variety of cultural artefacts without being able to integrate them 
into his world. The result of this production is that his free subjectivity
is weakened. Since he is unable to penetrate or transform these artefacts
with his own spirit, his original life spirit ebbs away. Cassirer agrees with
Simmel that such a tragic aspect of cultural development can indeed be
observed in modern society, and is perhaps nowhere ‘more evident than 
in the development of modern technology’.34 But, and this is a crucial 
point for Cassirer, such a development cannot serve as an argument
against modern technology as such.

Unlike Simmel – and with a relevance which goes far beyond Cassirer’s 
negotiations with him and addresses topical issues in contemporary
approaches to mediation – Cassirer is critical of theoretical approaches
which totalize their scepticism. Whereas Cassirer’s position has been 
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criticized as too ‘optimistic’, particularly with respect to the capacity of 
technology to contribute to human ‘self-liberation’,35 Birgit Recki dif-
ferentiates between a metaphysical and a ‘practical optimism’, pointing 
out that Cassirer’s optimism is of the second type. Hence, Recki claims, 
his affirmative stance has to be considered equal to a ‘positive working
hypothesis’.36 This is an insight which takes into account Cassirer’s
dynamic and pragmatic understanding of concepts and ideas as tools
for systematic reflection and for developing democracy. The clearestd
expression of the latter issue is probably found in a text written by
Cassirer in 1928 and given as a public speech the following year during 
a university celebration of the 1919 Weimar constitution. In this text he
presents an historical examination of the idea on which the republican
constitution is based, concluding that this very idea should be directed 
towards the future, a future which needs to be ‘heraufgeführt’, to be
produced.37 A similar idea-based, future-oriented pragmatism, nurtured
by vital impulses from the tradition of enlightenment, determines his
approach to technology in the essay from 1930.

Expressive meaning

When Brecht elaborates on his own radio play The Flight of the Lindberghs 
(Der Flug der Lindberghs(( ) (1927), his premise seems to be that the expres-
sivity of the radio-mediated voice tends to create listener identification
rather than make the listener reflect critically on the mediated content.
He emphasizes how the role of the hero ought to be sung by a choir
in order to create the appropriate distance and avoid having the lis-
tener identify with the hero: ‘Only collective I-singing … can salvage 
something of the pedagogical effect,’38 Brecht argues. Again, his criti-
cal approach to the radio-mediated voice and its capacity to make the
listener identify with the protagonist is inseparably tied to reflections
on cultural participation and democracy. Similar to the tendencies seen
in McLuhan’s and Bal’s approaches, Brecht suggests that auditive recep-
tion is a situation in which the listener can easily be deprived of his
capacity to understand and learn more, due to the lack of distance and
clarity produced by the very mode of presentation.

Brecht’s work on the Lindbergh play belongs to the period of his 
experimental learning plays (‘Lehrstücke’). A photograph from the 1929 
music festival in Baden-Baden (Figure 7.1) shows how his radio experi-
ment was performed on stage with placards naming both the listener
and the new technological tool, as if to make the new technology and
the new genre of the radio play comprehensible through an exposition
highlighting the separate roles of the apparatus and the listener.
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From a contemporary perspective, this staging of the play in Baden-
Baden could almost be seen as a didactic anticipation of McLuhan’s 
radio scepticism, with its reference to the mythical dimension and the
intimate person-to-person aspect involved in radio reception. In this
light, the staging blocks any intimate affective involvement with the
radio. Instead it makes visible the parties involved – as separate agents. 
As a supporting supplement to the voice mediation, it delivers text, 
a script, readable for McLuhan’s allegedly ‘neutral eye’.39 In short, it
stabilizes and demythifies by creating an explanatory model. It brings
its audience of potential radio listeners into the position of the critical
observer, makes the new technological tool an object of critical scru-
tiny. The photo visualizes another important dimension in Brecht’s 
experimental work during this period: the role of the radio is inhabited
by a group of people, thus reflecting Brecht’s focus on collective prac-
tices and collaborative productivity.

Whereas Brecht focused on how to create distance to the powerful
expressivity of personal voice, Cassirer sought to integrate expressivity

Figure 7.1 Brecht’s radio experiment performed on stage, at the music festival
in Baden-Baden, 1929
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as an indispensable level of meaning into his system of thought. In his
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms Cassirer describes such an expressive level 
of meaning as the ‘living efficacy’40 to which man is subordinated – but 
in which he is also actively involved, with his emotions, imagination
and all of his senses. Thus, in contrast to Bal’s analysis, the powerful 
effects of voice phenomena such as the ‘personifications’ manifested
in historical radio plays from the 1930s, or in contemporary multi-
media works of art such as Coleman’s installation referred to above,
need not be devalued as distractions from ‘clarity of vision’.41 They
can be framed, instead, as belonging to the ‘fundamental act of the
mythical consciousness’,42 through which an ‘original consolidation of 
emotionality’43 takes place. This very recognition of an indispensable 
expressive function is a significant aspect when Cassirer’s approach to
meaning has been proven valuable in recent historical studies of voice
phenomena.44

The world does not appear to us as ‘stuff and matter’, Cassirer repeat-
edly argued, addressing the empiricists of his own time. Rather, it 
appears to us as unified phenomena of expression to which we respond
with our entire bodily and spiritual resources from our position within
culture, surrounded by and shaped by culture. Without losing its rel-
evance, his argument could easily be transferred to the current envi-
ronment of literature and culture studies: the world does not appear
to us as signs or codes, but as unified phenomena of expression, to
which we respond actively. However, this should not be taken to mean 
that Cassirer celebrates expressivity and dismisses the function of the
sign. What he offers is a framework in which the function of the sign
rests upon a level of expression in which there is no clear distinction 
between sign and meaning, subject and object. The different symbolic
forms, then, are formative, in the sense that ‘each of them designates a
different approach, in which and through which it constitutes its own
aspect of “reality”’.45

In ‘Form and Technology’, Cassirer describes the dynamics of myth
and technology as processes of differentiation and mutual confrontation, 
developing his argument around the German term ‘Auseinandersetzung’:

[T]he relation between both [between ‘I’ and ‘reality’] is not set down
as unique and unambiguous from the beginning. It first comes to be
because of the manifold ideal processes of ‘mutual differentiation
and determination’, as in myth and religion, language and art, sci-
ence and the different basic forms of ‘theoretical’ conduct in general.
For human beings, a fixed relation of subject and object according to
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which they conduct themselves does not exist from the beginning.
Rather, in the entirety of a human being’s activity, in the entirety of 
his bodily and his psycho-spiritual activities, there first arises knowl-
edge of both subject and object; the horizon of the ‘I’ first separates
itself from that of reality. There is no solid, static relation between 
them from the outset. Rather there is, as it were, a fluctuating move-
ment of back and forth. From this movement a form gradually crys-
tallizes in which the human being first grasps his own being as well
as the being of objects.46

Time and again, Cassirer uses the concept of ‘Auseinandersetzung’ in 
order to describe the cultural processes through which meaning is devel-
oped – translated as ‘mutual differentiation and determination’ in the
English translation which constitutes the first part of this volume. The
term itself represents a true challenge for anyone translating Cassirer’s
texts into another language. In everyday usage, ‘Auseinandersetzung’ can
simply mean ‘struggle’, ‘debate’, ‘quarrel’, thus pointing towards differ-
ent modes of verbal interaction between opposing parties. In Cassirer’s 
dynamic approach to cultural work, however, ‘Auseinandersetzung’ is
coined as a phenomenological concept describing physically and spir-
itually determined processes of oscillation and mutual determination
through which more stable forms can gradually emerge.

Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize how Cassirer’s understanding 
of meaning as continuous cultural work evolves around the notion of 
embeddedness. From a position that is always already involved in and 
determined by a world of cultural utterances and images, meaning is
formed through processes of separation and juxtaposition, and devel-
oped through active human intervention. The more stable and fixed
forms of meaning resulting from these processes are hence conceptual-
ized as forms which are both rooted in and part of a proximate involve-
ment with the world. They are literally worked out andt set apart, as units
or structures confronting and mutually determining one another. As a
consequence, production of meaning is not a matter of representing ang
already existing world; rather, it is a process of gradual development 
and exposition to which not only language, but also other significant
forms such as technology and theory contribute productively.

However, Cassirer’s recognition of expressivity as an indispensable
level of meaning is always counterbalanced by an equally strong com-
mitment to systematic comparison. Furthermore, his integration of 
myth as meaningful expressivity appears to be motivated not primarily
by an interest in myth for its own sake, but by the ‘need of knowledge
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and cognition’.47 Consequently, as Cassirer phrases it in the introduction 
to the second volume of his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, ‘[k]nowledge
does not master myth by banishing it from its confines’.48 Myth must be
integrated – in order to maintain the unity of knowledge – and it must 
be mastered, according to an understanding of human development
and emancipation as the self-liberation of thought from its most sub-
jective foundations. In the context of our juxtaposition of Cassirer and
Brecht, however, it is possible to trace how Cassirer’s increased focus
on the fact that cultural development does not automatically lead to
emancipation – that modern mythical powers can threaten humanity at
its very foundations – brings the Marxist author and the liberal philoso-
pher closer to each other. This issue becomes particularly evident when 
we take into account Cassirer’s posthumously published work The Myth
of the State (1946).

The open subject

On the one hand, we have Cassirer’s essay from 1930, which invests in 
the notion of an open and enlightened human subject committed to the
recognition and cultivation of his environment through the use of lan-
guage, tools and technologies; on the other, we have Brecht’s far more 
practical and critical approach to the radio, which excludes a similar 
openness, at least for the time being. Instead of the paradigm of friend-
ship and reciprocity which is implicit in Cassirer’s idea of dynamic and 
mutual determination discussed above, Brecht places the subject in a far
more violent field of conflicting interests. In the drafts for his play Man 
Equals Man (Mann ist Mann(( , broadcast in 1927), Brecht draws attention to
the capacity of technology to fundamentally change humanity. The new 
technologies will contribute to the development of ‘a new type of human
being’,49 Brecht argues, and this ‘new type’ is not going to ‘let himself be
changed by the machines; he is going to change the machines’.50

Both technology and man are here presented as modifiable entities,
and even though Brecht and Cassirer share this idea of a human being
who is dynamically shaped by his use of tools, the options presented
by Brecht are different: man can either gain access to and control over
technology, or he can be controlled by it and thus be changed by a 
powerful alien force. Both possibilities, however, involve a transforma-
tion of what it is to be a human being. When Brecht’s main character 
Galy Galy, in Man Equals Man, gains strength, he does so by giving up
his individuality and becoming part of the mass.

It is only in The Myth of the State that Cassirer spells out a similar 
option: a cultural development which questions the entire foundations 
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of the tradition upon which he has based his system of thought. Here,
there is a far stronger emphasis than in his earlier writings on the neces-
sity of structuring the world of myth into an ordered universe. This
change of emphasis becomes particularly evident in the last part of the
text, where Cassirer considers how the manipulation of myth has been
made possible by ‘skilful use of new technical tools’.51 His critical exami-
nation of his own conception of myth here forms part of a retrospective
analysis of the propaganda machinery of the Third Reich. According to 
Cassirer, the new situation from which he has to re-evaluate his own 
approach is one in which the totalitarian regime has demonstrated its
ability to manufacture myth – in the same sense and according to the 
same methods that it has used to manufacture its other weapons, such
as machine guns or aeroplanes. This politically manufactured myth is
the force which has demonstrated its capability to change the entire
form of our social life.

In this part of his oeuvre, Cassirer describes a transformation of man 
in terms which are more compatible with Brecht’s critical perspectives. 
He refers to a ‘mental rearmament’52 brought about by the politically
manufactured myths – entailing unprecedented possibilities to manipu-
late man and his perception of himself and the world. Cassirer’s posi-
tive recognition of the fluidity of the mythical – its plasticity – is here 
replaced by a notion of myth as that which exposes man to manipula-
tion, similar to the tenor in the contemporary approaches dealt with in 
the first part of this chapter. It is exactly here, where the world is not
fixed and determined, that it can be shaped by a violent force. At this 
point, Cassirer’s conception of myth is determined by an ambivalence 
similar to the one expressed by Welsch in his reflections on a possible 
development towards an ‘auditive culture’, referred to above. In ‘critical
moments of man’s social life’, Cassirer writes, ‘the rational forces that
resist the rise of the old mythical conceptions are no longer sure of 
themselves. In these moments the time for myth has come again. For
myth has not been really vanquished and subjugated. It is always there,
lurking in the dark and waiting for its hour and opportunity.’53

Confronted with the experience of the totalitarian state, Cassirer
warns against a perverted version of myth, a myth which comes
‘again’.54 Experiencing the powerful manipulative force of the National 
Socialistic regime and the frailty of the binding forces in society obvi-
ously challenges Cassirer’s previous conceptualization of transforma-
tion processes leading from a mythical level to the level of more stable
structures of meaning. Man can be manipulated, modern technologies
are able to reach him in new ways; they are even capable of blocking
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his possibilities to develop his potential. In The Myth of the State it is the 
fusion of myth and technology which blocks the necessary interplay
between the different symbolic forms.

Crucially, and this is a main point for Cassirer, this is a possible devel-
opment; it is not one that will necessarily occur. And, unlike Brecht’s y
reflections in Man Equals Man, for Cassirer, giving up individuality 
in favour of a strong mass identity can never serve as the alternative
to technological manipulation of man. When, in this posthumously
published text, Cassirer analyses the development that led to the Third
Reich, he includes many of the well-known social historical aspects. It is
worth noticing, however – and related to our earlier observation of how 
Cassirer includes theory among the symbolic forms – how the philoso-
phers Martin Heidegger and Oswald Spengler are dealt with in the final
part of The Myth of the State. Although Cassirer underlines that he is not
suggesting that their philosophical doctrine had a ‘direct bearing on 
the development of political ideas in Germany’,55 he nonetheless claims 
that they served as pliable instruments for the political leaders, because,
after all, they ‘did enfeeble and slowly undermine the forces that could
have resisted the modern political myth’.56 Again, Cassirer emphasizes 
theory as one of the cultural tools with which we shape our world.
Philosophy, too, has its share in the ‘construction and reconstruction 
of man’s cultural life’.57

In this aspect, and particularly with regard to his above-mentioned
emphasis on the social effects of theory, Cassirer’s reflections from
1946 have significant traits in common with Rancière’s contemporary
examination of the ‘misadventures of critical thought’,58 as pointed 
out in the first part of this chapter. The obvious differences taken
into account – Cassirer is addressing Spengler and Heidegger, whereas
Rancière examines a critical theory that has become doxa – Cassirer and
Rancière share not only an awareness of the formative power of theory,
but also a capability to invest in open situations: the idea that ‘every 
situation can be cracked open from the inside, reconfigured in a differ-
ent regime of perception and signification’.59 The ‘inside’ should here
not be conceived of as some kind of privileged innerness, but rather as
the embodied and situated subjectivity through which knowledge can
be developed.

Brecht and Cassirer: addressing posterity? 

Whereas Brecht’s radio reflections have been overestimated in that
they are taken to present a ‘radio theory’, Cassirer’s theoretical essay
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‘Form and Technology’ has received far less scholarly attention – as 
pointed out in the introduction to this volume. However, this is about 
to change. Cassirer’s philosophy addresses ‘posterity’ in the sense that
it enables contemporary scholars to frame their fields of investigation
in new ways. Its particular relevance for the investigation of voice phe-
nomena and listening reception lies in Cassirer’s recognition of a plu-
rality of symbolic forms which includes technology and theory, and in 
his recognition of expressivity as an integrated and indispensable part
of the human production of meaning.

The juxtaposition of Cassirer and Brecht draws attention to obvious
differences – and to their shared concern about the development of 
democracy in a politically polarized cultural environment. Furthermore,
Cassirer and Brecht confront each other’s views productively. Brecht’s
strong concern for the institutional developments of the late Weimar 
Republic, for instance, focuses on an aspect which is certainly underesti-
mated in Cassirer’s approach to meaning during the 1920s and the 30s. 
Interestingly, however, the fact that Cassirer underscores individual 
agency strikes me today, somehow, as a corrective; or, more correctly, as
a reminder of a cultural agent almost forgotten after a period of power-
ful theoretical conceptualizations of the subject as the mere product of 
social structures, epistemes and discourses.

With a Cassirerian approach to cultural meaning it is possible to reflect 
on the Brechtian idea of the V-effect, artistic strategies of distancing in 
a more relative, dynamic and historical way which takes us beyond 
the neat separation of sensations and decisions, feeling and reason.60

The basis for such reflections would then be an approach to mean-
ing which is – as pointed out above – neither based upon the notion 
of representation nor upon the notion of the sign. Signification does
not create meaning; it merely ‘stabilizes’ an already existing meaning,
Cassirer writes.61 In its original context, this emphasis on the stabilizing
function of language appears as an explication of his seminal theoreti-
cal point, namely that the function of language is not to repeat already
existing definitions and distinctions; rather, it is to formulate them, and
to make them intelligible. In our context, of early German radio history,
this emphasis upon the stabilizing function of signification appears as
interesting and thought-provoking in yet another sense. When Brecht
put the radio on stage in the late 1920s, creating a didactic model which
explained, with posters and placards, how the new technology should
work, the stabilizing intention was obvious, and so was the normative
and didactic impulse in his radio reflections from this period. And yet,
Brecht’s approach differs clearly from the much more radicalized media
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scepticism from the second part of the twentieth century. His reflec-
tions on mediation have a far more practical basis. He experiments 
and reflects on the new mass media – with the aim of contributing to
media literacy and social change in a specific situation in the history of 
the media. Both in his more explicit systematic reflections and in his 
interesting short radio poems, however, he recognizes human expressiv-
ity as meaningful and highly problematic. In this sense it is possible to
elaborate further on his ideas on how to achieve a productive distance 
as part of a more dynamic critical practice; as a practice which acts on,
and thereby presupposes, the level of meaning which is conceptualized
by Cassirer as expressive meaning, as ‘Ausdruckswahrnehmung’.

In this sense my reading of Ernst Cassirer has taken as its starting point
a contemporary situation in which the conceptualization of voice phe-
nomena and listening reception needs to be developed with a stronger 
systematic recognition of expressive meaning as genuinely meaningful. 
Furthermore, I have pointed out as a particular resource in Cassirer’s 
approach to myth and technology his ability to theorize on cultural cri-
ses without turning the state of exception into universal law. Although
the symbolic capacity of man can be blocked and limited, Cassirer 
retains the possible options of productive transformation, cultural devel-
opment and the integration of new tools in the human sphere. One of 
the most powerful articulations in Bertolt Brecht’s oeuvre of his reflexive
awareness of his own role as an influential author strongly determined 
by times of crises is found in a draft version of the poem quoted at the 
start of this chapter. Here, as if to warn against any reading practice
which canonizes certain aesthetic strategies, particular modes of writing, 
without taking into account their cultural context and their structure 
of address, Brecht turns towards his future readers with an explicit con-
textualization of his own writing: ‘You, future generations, when you 
read the things I wrote / Consider, friends, the time I wrote them in. / 
Whatever you may choose to think, do not forget / This time.’62
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8
‘Representation’ and ‘Presence’ in 
the Philosophy of Ernst Cassirer
Marion Lauschke

If we wish to read Ernst Cassirer from a contemporary perspective and
want to ascertain his philosophical significance, it might make some
sense to follow how Foucault fared in his similar attempt with Hegel. In
his inaugural address at the Collège de France – later published under
the title The Order of Discourse – Foucault asserts that it is never easy to
distance oneself from Hegel: ‘In order to really free oneself from Hegel,
we first have to assess the cost of renouncing him. We have to realize the
extent to which Hegel perhaps secretly influences us; that our thoughts
against him might actually come from him.’1 Of course Cassirer isn’t
Hegel, and we can’t characterize the 65-odd years that separate us from
Cassirer as a time of opposition against him, since Cassirer has been 
either ignored or forgotten for two-thirds of those 65 years.

But if we can follow the many ‘turns’ of contemporary cultural studies,
ignorance of Cassirer appears to have resulted in a multitude of distract-
ing detours. It is easy to picture Cassirer, considered antiquated even in 
his own lifetime, calmly watching the twist and turns of contemporary 
discourse and thinking to himself, ‘I have already been there.’ Indeed,
one of Cassirer’s idiosyncrasies, contributing to his reputation as a stick-
in-the-mud, was his respect for the philosophical tradition. He was not
a thinker of big gestures, nor did he coin new concepts unnecessarily, 
though his subtle variations in meaning often made these traditional
concepts appear in a whole new light. 

The Theory of Representation, dismissed by Foucault as a relic of the 
nineteenth century, belongs to the Cassirean revising of thought. The
theory, though even then acutely in crisis, clung stubbornly to life. It
may be hard to understand why Cassirer did not abandon this con-
tested concept of representation, given that his symbolic forms do not
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represent actual things or facts of some originally given world. Cassirer
was well acquainted with the history of the concept of representation
and with the many critiques of it. And, as a Kantian, he was unshak-
able in his opposition to any attempt at Metaphysical Realism. He was
an outspoken critic of a certain kind of Representation Theory, namely
Dual Representation Theory, which he always criticized as a form of 
mental copy theory.

In the following chapter, I will present Cassirer as an advocate of a 
constructivist theory of representation and will try to get to the  bottom
of the relation between ‘representation’ and ‘presence’ (or ‘presen-
tation’) in the philosophy of symbolic forms.2 By ‘representation’,
Cassirer means a relation internal to consciousness. It is not a substitute
for a primary presence, but rather its precondition, and is closely related 
to the conception of symbolic forms and to the symbolic pregnance of 
perception.

This chapter contains three sections. In the first section, I will dif-
ferentiate the concept of ‘representation’ that underlies the philosophy
of symbolic forms from the concept of ‘presentation’. In the second
section I will show to what extent the concepts ‘representation’ and
‘presence’ – and their fluctuating relation – help us to differentiate the 
symbolic forms from one another. From this perspective, I will then
shift my focus in the third section towards art-aesthetic phenomena
and discuss their unique status, characterized by an oscillation between
‘presence’ and ‘representation’.

I

As a philosopher in the Kantian tradition, Ernst Cassirer’s philosophy
of symbolic forms follows in the footsteps of critical idealism, which
‘renounces the proud name of ontology’,3 and contents itself with 
the modest task of analysing the formative forces of humankind. 
It understands ‘reality’ not as a unity, because both subject and object 
are first the result of the most manifold entanglements of human
beings and their sensory impressions. According to this revolutionary
way of thinking, there is no longer the one objective being capable of 
faithfully reproducing a thought. In dealing with its products, then,
mind invariably relates to itself. By displacing the production sites of 
mental images out of the space between subject and object and mov-
ing them to the interior space of consciousness’s forming  processes –
notice here the farewell of mental copy theory – the concept of image 
itself changes. The images human beings make of the world are now 
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understood as ‘virtual images’.4 Cassirer labels all areas of symbolic
formation as:

particular image-worlds, which do not merely reflect the empirically
given, but which rather produce it in accordance with an independ-
ent principle. Each of these functions creates its own symbolic forms
which, if not similar to the intellectual symbols, enjoy equal rank as
products of human spirit. None of these forms can simply be reduced
to, or derived from, the others; each of them designates a particular 
approach, in which and through which it constitutes its own aspect
of ‘reality’.5

For the symbolic cosmopolitan there are no archetypes that can be
mimicked or original forms to trace other forms back to, just as there
is no ‘native language’ in which other languages must be translated,
because the human being, the ‘symbolic animal’, is at home in every 
symbolic ‘language’. Symbolic forms are the results of continuous for-
mation processes the human being initiates and continually updates
in the most diverse ways and with the most diverse means. They are
deprived of allegorical interpretation, because to allegorically under-
stand an object for Cassirer means to understand it only ‘by referring
it and reducing it to something other than what it immediately is
and signifies’.6 Cassirer labels the philosophy of symbolic forms’ point-
of-view ‘tautegorical’. Here that means understanding the respective
production of images as autonomous mental creations, ‘which one
must understand from within by knowing the way in which they take
on meaning and form’.7

Although subject and object do not lie ahead of the process of 
symbolic forming but first emerge from it (so that nothing appears
‘given’ that could be ‘re-presented’ through a symbolic form), Cassirer
maintains the concept of representation and uses it in two ways. First,
following Leibniz, he understands representation as consciousness
itself. Second, he understands representation to be the relation between
a single phenomenon and symbolic form as a whole.

The concept of representation is tightly joined to the concept of 
symbol. Cassirer designates the function of representation as the foun-
dation for the concept of symbol in Leibniz’s system.8 Already, in his
early interpretation of Leibniz, Cassirer lays the groundwork for his later
explanation that relations of conscious content are representations,
because, along with the Leibnizian theory of monads, consciousness
is understood as ‘a unity in the manifold’.9 It is not a substance, but 
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rather represents the unity of changing conscious content. It is the very
‘faculty’ of the idea itself. Through his concept of aesthetic harmony,
Cassirer attempts to explain ‘the deeper meaning of the manifold of 
representation’.10 The harmonious unity does not involve the additive
relation of a ‘one-to-one correspondence’. It is a unity preceding its
individual parts. Cassirer follows Leibniz by emphasizing the activist
connotation of ‘exprimere’ – of enunciation. Cassirer’s interchangeable 
use of ‘exprimere’ and ‘represents’ is suggestive of how he understands
the character of consciousness’s capacity.

Cassirer does not limit his interpretation of representations to 
aesthetic perception and the whole consciousness. In Substance and 
Function Cassirer places every ‘datum’ into a representational depend-
ency. He develops an understanding of representational relations that 
he then extends into the area of scientific knowledge. According to
Cassirer, physical data first attain meaning through the ‘multiplicity of 
their relationships’ – through a datum’s interaction with other data. The 
‘datum’ becomes the ‘symbol of a thorough systematic organization,
within which it stands and to a certain extent participates’.11

Cassirer was familiar with the attacks levelled against the concept
of representation throughout the history of philosophy. In his four-
volume book, The Problem of Knowledge, he dealt with different forms of 
the subject-object construction that correspond to the concept of repre-
sentation in the philosophical tradition and for which this notion was
criticized. In Substance and Function Cassirer also defends the ‘Concept
of Reality’ against sceptical arguments by alluding to the ‘new mean-
ing’ given to the word in the critique of knowledge.12 Transcendental
Idealism, with which Cassirer allied himself, argues that ‘real  reality’ –
the ‘thing in itself’ – is unattainable. Cassirer’s concept of representa-
tion is an internal relation where ‘one element of  consciousness is 
represented in and through another’.13

Cassirer uses the example of experimental results to explain general
relations of representations. Experiments are only scientifically relevant
if they unlock clues and thereby make a result possible. These clues 
obtained in the experiment are set in a complex correlation:

Each particular phase of experience has a ‘representative’ character,
in so far as it refers to another and finally leads by progress accord-
ing to rule to the totality of experience. But this reference beyond
concerns only the transition from one particular serial member to
the totality, to which it belongs, and to the universal rule governing 
this totality. The enlargement does not extend into a field that is
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absolutely beyond, but on the contrary, aims to grasp as a definite
whole same field, of which the particular experience is a part. It 
places the individual in the system.14

A datum has a representative character within a sensory correlation and
it represents exactly this correlation. Its relation to the ‘outer world’
is not nullified through an internal referencing, because its access to
reality is the very quality of being able to represent such a correlation
and the ability to make an expansion of such correlations possible.
Indeed, this is humankind’s only access to reality. It is impossible to
abandon the world of image for the purpose of comparing images with
‘real’ objects. ‘Real’ objects are as much a fiction as the ‘driving force’
of human consciousness. It is the ‘fertility’ of an accepted representa-
tional relation that authenticates the real character of virtual images,
and therefore allows Cassirer to understand the words of his cherished
Goethe: the fruitful alone is true.15

In this general sense, we can ascertain the relation between rep-
resentation and presentation in the following way: ‘representation’
means the ‘ideal rule, which connects the present, given particular with
the whole, and combines the two in an intellectual synthesis’.16 For
Cassirer, a representation is not the subsequent interpretation of some-
thing primarily given, but rather the condition of presentation – that 
from which humankind is able to become conscious of actual things.
Cassirer follows the Kantian definition of apperception insofar as every 
sensory perception is determined by the conditions of the forms of 
perception and the order of the categories, but he liberalizes Kant by
pluralizing the relations through which these ordered structures are
established.

Without this ‘apparent representation’ – he writes ‘apparent’ because, 
in this aspect, he is not talking about a re-presentation, or repeated act
from something original – ‘there would also be no presentation, no 
immediately present content; for this latter only exists for knowledge in 
so far as it is brought into a system of relations, that give it spatial and
temporal as well as conceptual determinateness’.17 The special experi-
ence or insight therefore represents the whole of the respective context
of experience.

The determination here obtained in the relation between presenta-
tion and representation by Cassirer is analogous to the determinations
of the particular kinds of relations he already dealt with for classical
concepts of opposition like ‘form’ and ‘content’ or the ‘senses’ and the
‘understanding’.18 Just as there is no such thing as unformed material for
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Cassirer, there can also be no ‘presence’ in human consciousness that is
not already ‘representation’. Every attentive look at the world is, along
with Goethe, already theory. ‘It lies in the very nature of consciousness’,
Cassirer writes in the first volume of the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms,
‘that it cannot posit any content without, by this simple act, positing a
complex of other contents’,19 ‘[f]or what defines each particular content
of consciousness is that in it the whole of consciousness is in some form
posited and represented. Only in and through this representation does
what we call the “presence” of the content become possible.’20

II

Besides this ‘primal function of representation’,21 by which Cassirer
means the structure or regular formation of the relationship between
the general and the specific, and which is identical to the general ‘sym-
bolic function’ or the ‘natural symbolic’22 of consciousness, Cassirer
describes the relation of representation and presentation in the phi-
losophy of symbolic forms as one which leads to the differentiation of 
symbolic forms. Although the condensed thesis regarding the concept
of ‘symbolic pregnance’ – namely, that an elementary sensuous con-
tent is never ‘there’ as an isolated content, but rather is always formed
as a ‘concrete unity of “presence” and “representation”’ – applies to
all forms, Cassirer verifies that the ‘relation of tension’ between ‘the
content and representative function of a phenomenon … does not 
stand out with equal fullness and distinctness in all the structures of 
consciousness’.23

To mark the characteristic differences, Cassirer differentiates the 
function of the symbol into its representational function, expressive
function and signification. He then connects these functions with
diverse forms of perception. Within this differentiation, the concepts 
of presentation and representation attain further meaning. They do not
describe the relation between ‘subject’ and ‘object’ from the epistemo-
logical perspective of a Kantian; now, presentation and representation
reconstruct an internal perspective within the subject, who constructs
the symbolic forms to order life.24

In seeming contradiction to what I have written thus far regarding
the representational character of consciousness, Cassirer differenti-
ates between a ‘mental’ and a ‘sensory consciousness’.25 The ‘sensory
consciousness’, or ‘stratum of experience’,26 is characterized by a ‘pas-
sive receptivity’ to the ‘chaos of sensory impressions’.27 The ‘world of 
sensation or intuition’ of sensory consciousness follows the stream of 
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the imagination – the ‘dream of images’28 – because the ‘basic charac-
ter’ of ‘sensory consciousness’ is the ‘Heraclitian Flux’.29 This level of 
consciousness precedes, according to Cassirer, ‘the divergence of myth
and theory, of logic, reflection and aesthetic intuition. Its certainty and
its “truth” are, in a manner of speaking, pre-mythical, pre-logical, and
pre-aesthetic; it forms the common ground from which all these forma-
tions have in some way sprung and to which they remain attached’.30

Expressive experiences or perceptions belong to this ‘layer of experience’ 
that Cassirer calls an ‘original mode of perception’, or ‘experiences of 
pure expression [that] are not of mediated but of an original  character’.31

Myth is rooted in these experiences of expression:

The mythical consciousness does not deduce essence from appear-
ance, it possesses – it has – the essence in the appearance. The essence 
does not recede behind the appearance but is manifested in it; it does
not cloak itself in the appearance given to itself. Here the phenom-
enon as it is given in any moment never has a character of mere 
representation, it is one of authentic presence: here a reality is not 
‘actualized’– through the mediation of the phenomena but is present
in full actuality in the phenomenon.32

The fleeting moment of experience is tethered to the sensory present. 
But this ‘essence-having’ is still only a fleeting kind of ‘having’. It comes
undone as soon as another experience comes along. And while myth is
characterized by such phenomena of expression or presence, it does not
end there. Myth is also a structuring of the world. Through this pres-
entation, the direct ‘having of an experience’, myth unites itself with
a representative purpose, and this representation belongs to the sphere 
of ‘judgement’ – understood in the sense of an original structuring or
separation (literally, an Ur-Teilung).33

In order that the fleeting patterns of perception ‘exist for us’34 and
can be grasped beyond experiential time and become ‘permanent and
stable’,35 they must be presented in the form of signs – in this sense they
must be re-presented. The part of the third volume of the Philosophy of 
Symbolic Forms that deals with the problem of depiction – the second
part deals with the expressive function, the fourth with  signification – is
called ‘The Problem of Representation and the Construction of the
Perceptible World’. Every mental product that the philosophy of sym-
bolic forms analyses is a representation, though they differentiate them-
selves through different ‘relations of tension’ between presentative and
representative moments.
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While mythical and religious rites begin from the presence of the
designated in the sign and a direct effect that results from contact
with the ‘sign’ (not taken to be a sign of something else), the ‘signs’ of 
language obtain a representational character.36 Language’s depictions
are ‘symbolically used and symbolically understood’.37 Even so, not all 
presentative phenomena are banished from language:

All the phenomena that we call onomatopoeia belong to this sphere,
for in the onomatopoeic formations of language we are dealing far
less with the direct limitation of objectively given phenomena than
with a linguistic formation which still remains wholly within the
purely physiognomic world view. Here the sound attempts, as it 
were, to capture the immediate face of things and with it their true
essence. Even where living language has long since learned to use
the word as pure vehicle of thought it never wholly relinquishes this
connection.38

Only upon the development of scientific concepts – and with them 
their corresponding sphere of meaning – did the ‘representation func-
tion’ achieve its full meaning. The characteristic ‘attitude’ of the con-
cept exists, for Cassirer, in the fact that it ‘must annul “presence” in 
order to arrive at “representation”’.39 Myth is thereby identified as a
predominantly presentative phenomenon, whereas language stands in
a tension between ‘presence’ and ‘representation’, and the sciences are
exclusively allocated to representation.

III

While the concept of representation has already come under fire
through the critique of the copy theory of art and survives only in the
concept of reference40 that a hermeneutically oriented art and literature 
theory is not ready to relinquish, the discussion about ‘presence’ and
‘presentation’ remains contemporary. With the publication of Hans 
Ulrich Gumbrecht’s Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey 
in 2004, this discussion has become even more relevant.

Derrida assumes that a sign, or that which is signified by the sign,
can never be present or be an identity by itself. He formulates his 
poststructuralist concept of the sign as a critique of a ‘Metaphysics of 
Presence’. Instead of representing already existing ideas, the mean-
ing of a sign disperses into distinctions: ‘There is not a single signi-
fied that escapes, even if recaptured, the play of signifying references 
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that constitute language.’41 The concept of performance, coined by a
contemporary culture theory based on speech-act theory, is similarly 
anti-representational, though it still attempts to differentiate the actu-
ality of, for example, a theatrical performance from an underlying 
(previous) text. ‘In the mode of performance, a sign is what it means. 
Therefore, the material, medial, and the temporally enduring presence
are the focus of attention.’42

In distinction to the wide-ranging deconstructive difference theories
in art and literature theory discourses, there is a tendency in contem-
porary art to focus on ‘presentation’. ‘In contemporary forms of art,’ 
claims Dieter Schlenstedt, ‘where actions are understood as perform-
ances (in earlier dramatic art) or when materials or ready-mades are
called art (in earlier fine art), or when the concrete poetry movement
focused on the ramification of fragmented speech parts, it is clear that
something should be identical with itself: the exhibiting human and
the exhibited material. Representing is reduced to placing, or, more
radically: “arrangement as presentation” opposes “portrayal as represen-
tation”.’43 Karl Heinz Bohrer has been investigating aesthetic phenom-
ena for some time, and argues that they emerge from the ‘suddenness’
of aesthetic perception rather than the retroactivity of ‘analytically
processing, reflexive acts’.44 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht openly confesses
to his ‘longing for presence’45 and attempts to rehabilitate the concept
that has ‘long been a symptom of despicably bad taste’.46

In this section of the chapter, I will introduce Cassirer’s reflections
into the discussion about ‘presence’ and ‘representation’ in art. On the
one hand, Cassirer is a constructivist in the Kantian mould. His concept
of representation does not share the epistemological naivety of copy
theory. His concept of symbolic form does not expand into the negative 
infinity of the deconstructivist concept of signs. Instead, it rises with
confidence in the production and relational processes of culture, by
which it is shaped. The production and reception of the symbolic forms
exist within a historical process in which understanding comes about
through dialogue. On the other hand, his revaluation for the aesthetic
side of the world, as well as the immemorial nature of the each symbolic
world secures an image of humankind that safeguards him from the
hubris of a builder of intellectual worlds.

Because of the receptivity of human sensibility, the human being is
bound to the ‘world’ that he symbolically creates in a sensuous way. In
the symbolic form of myth, the human being is at the mercy of his sen-
sory impressions. In art, he freely lets himself be determined by these 
impressions. In art, the human being enjoys the sensory experience of 
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attunement and takes back the ‘to-be-in-the-world’ feeling.47 The con-
cept of presence that Cassirer develops in the shadow of the concept of 
representation (which itself underlies the concept of symbolic forms)
here obtains its meaning.48 We can understand the aesthetic phenom-
enon in its oscillation between presence and representation.

In the first section, I showed that Cassirer conceived his symbolic
forms as a further development of the Kantian concept of experience as
coherencies that follow certain rules of connection. Every cultural fact 
is the result of a certain ‘continuum of experience’ and vice versa. In 
this sense, a myth represents the symbolic form of myth rather than the 
antecedent understanding of a human being living and thinking mythi-
cally. Similarly, a scientific fact represents the symbolic form of science 
and not the thoughts of the scientist. In accord with Derrida’s critique of 
the ‘Metaphysics of Presence’, Cassirer does not believe the contents of 
consciousness to be autonomously contoured. Cassirer never describes a
representation as a singular fact. It is ‘never a  substitute … but the perti-
nent manner by which something moves from presentation and attains
existence’.49 He understands representation to be ‘no mere subsequent
determination, but a constitutive condition of all experience’.50

Works of art re-present the symbolic form of art. They can be under-
stood as parts of the extensive continuum of form that develops during
the history of literature, music and art. The literary concept of ‘inter-
textuality’ describes the special way that literature (and art in general)
encodes itself into the existing symbolic form. Absorbing, transforming,
or referring, literature continuously updates itself and develops deep
historically specific dimensions of form. The notion that the sign has
no reference, which appears to be the limit on the horizon of Derrida’s 
theory of the sign, cannot, however, be united with Cassirer’s symbol 
theory. For Cassirer, representations are relations within consciousness. 
But their ‘worldliness’ is demonstrated by the interaction of the ‘I’ with
the world. Through this interaction, the subject is freed from the imme-
diate entanglement of impressions. Following Paul Celan, symbolic
forms are ‘wounded by the real and in search of it’.51

As a representative of a symbolic form, a work of art stands for a per-
spective of the world. But every work of art is also an ‘integral’ world in 
itself and represents or exemplifies (following Nelson Goodman) itself.
While science is to be understood exclusively as an extensive, advanc-
ing, series-forming representation, the representations of art are of a 
teleological or monadological nature. These relations – through which 
the parts of a work connect with each other – are individual and exist
only once, in the single work in question.
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The work of art as a whole represents the sense that develops out 
of these connections. Following Cassirer, Susanne Langer addressed 
the special symbolic form of art. ‘The most original of Ernst Cassirer’s
contributions to philosophy, and perhaps the most important as well,’
she writes, ‘is his treatment of different forms of symbolic presentation
and representation.’52 The explicit difference between the two ‘sym-
bolic modes’, discursive and presentational symbolic, is nevertheless
original to Langer, who attributes art to presentational symbolic. The
significance of presentational symbolic lies in the entire complex of 
‘established form’ and cannot be analysed individually in contrast to
the symbolization of discursive types. Artistic symbols give expression
to specific qualities of emotional life that can only be symbolized
through presentation. Especially through the conception of ‘morphol-
ogy of feelings’, Langer further develops important general aspects of 
Cassirer’s theory of perception, particularly his concept of art.

But we will not examine the concept of ‘monadological’ representation, 
which Langer allocated to presentation, because, besides the ‘representa-
tional achievement of the symbol, which first establishes the phenom-
enon of conscious “presence”’,53 Cassirer himself deals with a form of 
presence that is prior to symbolic integration. Already in connection to 
the differentiation of the different symbolic forms in accordance with the 
relation of presence and representation, an ‘original mode of perception’
and ‘experiences of pure expression [which] are not of a mediated but 
of an original character’54 are apparent, which differentiates it from the 
‘presence through representation’ characteristic of the symbolic forms.

In mythical consciousness, the phenomenon ‘given in any moment
never has a character of mere representation, it is one of authentic 
presence: here a reality is not actualized through the mediation of the 
phenomenon but is present in full actuality in the phenomenon’.55 As
a consequence of this analysis of mythical consciousness, I would like
to follow Cassirer and differentiate ‘between a presentative and a rep-
resentative attitude of mind, between clinging to the sense impression
and to sensuous objects’,56 and the transcending of this clinging into 
an ideal meaning. I would also like to apply this difference to aesthetic
perception and the symbolic form of art. The presentative attitude,
which ‘builds the world out of images and adheres to this world’,57 is
constitutive for both mythical consciousness and aesthetic perception.

Under the heading of ‘sensory consciousness’ Cassirer does mention
a level of sensory perception that is not brought into some kind of con-
nection with other sense impressions. Instead, the term designates the
‘immediate being-there of the impression’, a ‘presentation’ or a direct 
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‘having’.58 If the assumption of a pre-symbolic sensory consciousness
appears to contradict the theory of symbolic pregnance, let us examine
it in the context of aesthetic reflection as a question of changing mind-
sets or mental attitudes:

Instead of the dialectical movement of thought, in which every 
given particular is linked with other particulars in a series and thus 
ultimately subordinated to a general law and process, we have herew
a mere subjection to the impression itself and its momentary ‘pres-
ence’. Consciousness is bound by its mere facticity.59

The mythical experience of expression – as well as the aesthetic 
perception itself – pertains to the ‘transparence’ of the sensory, which 
is incapable and is in no need of symbolic integration: ‘The expressive
meaning attaches to the perception itself, in which it is apprehended 
and immediately experienced.’60 Aesthetic perception is directed towards
sensory presence – ‘the sphere of plastic, architectural, musical forms,
of shapes and designs, melodies and rhythms’ – and not towards repre-
sentative meaning. ‘As soon as I lose these sensuous forms from sight,’
claims Cassirer, ‘I lose the ground of my aesthetic experience.’61 This
applies to expressive perception in general, but especially to aesthetic 
perception: ‘the simple baring of the phenomenon is at the same time its
interpretation, the only one of which it is susceptible and needful’.62

A mental attitude of presence, one which does not hermeneutically
transcend or exceed given phenomena but which remains bound to
its presence and onto its sensory perception, does not necessitate a
causal explanation, which would lead to a distancing from aesthetic
phenomenon as such and could potentially lead to its disappearance:

For a distinction of this sort would demand something more than mere
intuitive immersion in the content itself; instead of apprehending the ff
particular contents in their presence, the understanding would have 
to trace them back to the conditions of their genesis in  consciousness
and to the principle of causality governing this genesis.63

Leibniz had already examined this conscious commitment to ‘appear-
ance’ or, to follow Goethe, to the ‘aesthetic side of phenomena’. It is an
original mode of perceiving sensuous presence. As a perceived immer-
sion in the given singular, aesthetic perceptions are not linked to any 
extensive integral of experience. They are characterized by ‘insularity’,
suddenness’ or ‘discontinuity’.64 The ‘life nerve of the temporal’65 that
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develops from the integration of individual fragments is anaesthetized
by the aesthetic perception. The moment of perception leaves the net-
work of the temporal and stands still. Karl-Heinz Bohrer highlights the
‘temporal modality of (the) “suddenness”’ of aesthetic perception. Hans 
Ulrich Gumbrecht characterizes it primarily as a present experience of 
space, ‘being-in-the-world’ in which the subject feels the bodily presence 
of things. It is not an interpretive viewing of the world, but an experi-
ence of space characterized by a lack of distance. During an aesthetic 
perception, the human being does not only look at the world. It looks
and experiences itself in the world, and experiences the world in itself. 
Presentative spatial experience does not permit distance. The aesthetic
space of architecture is a space in which the human being experiences 
the density and breadth on his own body. The space of sound is only 
experienced as space within the body corresponding and resonating with
the rising and falling, the swelling and fading of succeeding tones. 

But how does the ‘insularity’ of aesthetic perception harmonize with
our thesis about the underlying relational character of all conscious-
nesses? For Cassirer, there is no perception not caught up in a relation 
to others. Perception – and indeed consciousness – is always a linking.
This ‘entanglement’ of perception is, in the case of aesthetic perception,
an imprisonment. It is a moment of self-perception. For Martin Seel, it is
the matter of the ‘subjects of aesthetic perception and the craving of the
real present through the interrogation of another’s present. In the sen-
sory presence of an object we notice a moment of our own present.’66

Also, for Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, what we feel in the intensive moment
of aesthetic perception is ‘probably nothing else but a specialized higher 
degree of the functionality of our general cognitive, emotional, and per-
haps even psychic faculty’.67 Who would not now think of Kant (who in
his aesthetics emphasizes the interaction of many faculties rather than
the functioning of one faculty)?

Unlike Kant, who is interested in the purview and borders of human
reason, Cassirer is interested in representational and expressive forms of 
reason. He must therefore focus his sights on ‘the mode of objectivity
of the aesthetic object’, its symbolic form.68 From this perspective, art
as a phenomenon builds, among other things, a universe of discourse, 
an integral of experience and a form of representation. Kant limited
himself to the phenomenon of aesthetic perception because he wanted
to demonstrate the rationality of aesthetic judgement.

Cassirer takes a two-pronged approach to adequately describe the 
complexity of the art-aesthetic phenomenon. On the one hand,
Cassirer examines the phenomenon in the context of the symbolic



194 ‘Representation’ and ‘Presence’

forms. In so doing, however, he does not neglect the irreducible unique-
ness of every aesthetic perception. He affirms that, ‘[a]ll other things are 
lost to a mind thus enthralled; all bridges between the concrete datum 
and the systematized totality of experienced are broken’.69 But the aes-
thetic perception is still not without a relation. The connection through 
which the perception is registered by consciousness depends on the
inner subjective relational character of subjective experience. Cassirer calls r
this aesthetic state a special ‘resonance’ of the ‘totality of the powers
of mind’.70 The art-aesthetic phenomenon ‘in one stroke presents that
unity of mood which is for us the unmediated expression of the unity of 
our ego, of our concrete feeling of life and self’.71 This feeling, though, is
only the fragile and passing moment of presence. What we have, then,
is the intersection of two orders: the inter-subjective extensive of sym-
bolic form and the intensive monadic nature of self-consciousness.

Translated by Wilson McClelland Dunlavey
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9
Cultural Poetics and the Politics 
of Literature
Frederik Tygstrup and Isak Winkel Holm

In his memoirs, A Tale of Love and Darkness, published in 2004, Amos Oz 
tells the story of his grandmother’s death. Arriving in Israel on a warm 
summer’s day in 1933 from one of Eastern Europe’s grey winter villages,
she saw the hot marketplace in front of her, with its bloody carcasses,
colourful fruit, sweating men and noisy vendors and passed her ver-
dict: ‘The Levant is full of microbes.’ She immediately embarked on a
comprehensive hygiene regime, which she zealously came to maintain
over the next 50 years – a regime which included cleaning, scalding,
airing and disinfecting everything, including her own body, on a daily 
basis. The cleaning frenzy comes to an end only when she collapses at
80-something with heart failure during one of the three hot baths,
which were part of her daily routine. So what did the grandmother die
of? The fact is that she died of heart failure. But the truth is that it was
her monstrous hygienic programme that killed her. And, on a philo-
sophical tone, Oz adds: ‘Facts tend to hide the truth from our eyes.’1

Truths and facts

The world is full of facts, and we are presented with still more facts at
a still faster pace. For the last couple of centuries, facts have been the 
undisputed starting point of any knowledge. We consider facts as ‘hard’ 
and see them as a solid foundation for our ideas and actions. But the
encounter with the evidence of the fact is followed by the questions of 
how andw why this fact comes about – questions to which the fact in itself y
does not necessarily provide us with an answer. Facts must be organ-
ized into patterns for us to relate to them. In order to understand the
grandmother’s heart failure we must know about the manic cleanliness 
which led to the hot baths and thus put a fatal strain on her circulatory
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system. And in order to understand her manic cleanliness, we must
take into account a complex set of conceptions about the East and the 
West, about corporeality and sensuousness, about visibility and invis-
ibility, about control and vulnerability and so on. The truth Amos Oz
is seeking does not immediately follow from the facts, it only begins to
emerge when a host of such diverse secondary circumstances –  material,
psychological, historical or cultural factors – are combined with the 
facts in that specific configuration which for him is able to capture the
grandmother’s story.

The facts in place, the true image of reality is still to be produced.
This production of images of reality can be considered both on a small 
and on a large scale. On the small scale it could be a matter of an 
author’s configuration of facts into a coherent shape by telling stories
or setting up complex metaphorical patterns. According to Oz, writing
a novel is like building a full model of a city from matches – complete 
with buildings, squares, boulevards, towers and suburbs, down to the
smallest bench.2 And it is the consistency of the model that enables us
to understand the individual element. Today, when facts are accessible 
to us on an unprecedented scale, Oz suggests, our need is greater than
ever for fictions and narratives that can provide the facts with a world 
in which they make sense.

On a larger scale, a culture similarly produces collective images of 
reality by capturing facts and integrating them into interpretive frame-
works, quite like the work of the individual author. Any culture possesses
a common set of models prescribing our ways of seeing, of thinking and
of relating to ourselves, to each other and to the shared surroundings.
Living in a culture very much amounts to having acquired this com-
mon repertoire of narratives and cognitive forms that can be used to
configure facts. These collective techniques and principles enabling
the production of cultural images of reality may be called, with Louis
Montrose’s felicitous term, a ‘cultural poetics’.3

We never create our individual frameworks of understanding in a cul-
tural vacuum. In each case, a cultural poetics will be at hand with a series
of suggestions for already existing ways in which to frame a fact. An indi-
vidual fact may be spectacular, unprecedented or peculiar; but the mere
inertia of the familiar cultural repertoire of accepted truths and explana-
tory models will more often than not reassure us that the fact can be
identified with something we already know. In such cases the situation 
is virtually the opposite of the one diagnosed by Amos Oz: here it is no 
longer the facts that obscure the truth, but rather the already established 
truths which conceal or mask the singularity of a given fact. 
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In this sense, cultural poetics not only offers to arrange the facts and
render them comprehensible in a neutral manner; cultural poetics pro-
duces facts. It indicates and determines what is a fact and what is not,
thereby constituting a cognitive window on reality through which cer-
tain facts are accessible and others remain outside the field of vision. In
the light of a given cultural regime of truth, facts may be meaningless, 
inconceivable, frivolous or heretical; consequently, they will remain 
in the dark. The cultural poetics constitutes a system of inclusion that
captures facts and gives them an explanation and a framework, but it
also constitutes a system of exclusion that determines what can right-
fully be perceived as a fact, and what should be excluded from this
category. Michel Foucault highlighted this historical mechanism of 
exclusion in his comments on Mendel’s theory of heredity; Mendel
introduced a concept of hereditary features which did not correspond
to any existing scientific categories, and whose function broke with
contemporary conceptions about reproduction. What Mendel said was
true, Foucault remarks, but it was not ‘within the truth’: that is, not in
accordance with the model for biological scientific truth subscribed to
by his contemporaries.4

If an author wants to give a true image of reality, then, siding with
the truth against the contemporary avalanche of facts is not enough. 
In order to say something true, one may also have to break out of the
truth of one’s contemporaries. When Salman Rushdie, in The Satanic 
Verses, refers to a city which is ‘visible, but unseen’,5 he sides with
the facts against the received truths. Rushdie’s implication is that in a
modern metropolis, there are so many facts and so many complicated
relations between them about which we know very little, because we 
prefer to decipher and understand the world in the same way as gen-
erations before us. Even if this wonderfully complex urban reality is 
visible to anyone, it nonetheless remains unseen, simply because we 
do not possess an adequate way of viewing it. Our cultural poetics has 
not trained us sufficiently to actually see what is visible. Here the facts 
challenge the truth, and the task of the author is, thus, to highlight 
facts and to insist on focusing on them until it actually becomes pos-
sible to see them.

Amos Oz defends truth against facts; Salman Rushdie defends facts
against truth. Nonetheless, the two authors have a common concern, 
namely an interest for how literature may create an effective image of 
reality in the continuous friction between truths and facts, between cul-
tural knowledge and practical experience. In this, the two novelists pose
the classic question of representation. Literary studies have traditionally 
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discussed this question using concepts such as mimesis, realism and
reflection. Representation is not only the concern of literary scholars, 
however, but exists in the two formats described above, as a literary
poetics and a cultural poetics. Literary poetics concerns the techniques 
used to represent reality within the relatively narrow confines of litera-
ture. In contrast, cultural poetics describes the pervasive principles for
interpreting reality which apply across the different spheres and institu-
tions of a society. Whereas the literary poetics is typically characterized
by a sharply focused individual intention, the cultural poetics is, rather,
an anonymous collective work without a distinct sender. Seen from the
perspective of representation theory, however, the two poetics work in
much the same manner: both are engaged in creating forms that can
make a changing reality accessible to thought and action.

In the following, we will describe the position of literature in relation
to ‘the political’ by discussing the interaction between literary poetics 
and cultural poetics. First, we will characterize the cultural poetics more
precisely through the concept of ‘symbolic forms’. Second, we will focus
on the literary poetics and its institutional context. And finally, in a
third step, we will take a closer look at the interaction between literary 
and cultural poetics.

Symbolic forms

In philosophy, the discussion about truths and facts is often identi-
fied with the quarrels between rationalist and empiricist thinkers in 
the eighteenth century about the foundation for knowledge, either
in the indisputable truths of reason, as rationalists have it, or in the 
facts of empirical observation. And it is in Kant’s twofold critique 
of his predecessors that we find the first contours of the problem of 
representation outlined above. To Kant, the essential is neither truths 
nor facts, but rather the laborious production of images of reality that
takes place in the space between them. According to Kant, cognitive
experience is a process configuring the material of sensory perception
in such a way that it forms a meaningful unity. And this process follows 
specific procedures. The work of combining the categories of reason 
with the phenomena of intuition is regulated by a series of recipes for 
how the manifold in the sensuous intuition can be assembled into a 
unity. Using a modern metaphor, we may say that, according to Kant, 
human consciousness is equipped with its own unique operating sys-
tem that sets the conditions for how categories and phenomena can 
be made coherent.
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In Critique of Pure Reason, Kant explains that the transcendental
operating system consists not only of categories, but also of figures.
Cognition relies on a type of pure, abstract figures, which Kant calls
schemata. The schema is a figment of the productive imagination ena-
bling a conceptual grip of the manifold of the sensuous intuition. It is 
a ‘monogram’, a figurative matrix for the combination of the sensu-
ous diversity issuing from perception. In Kant’s words, our use of such
transcendental forms ‘is a hidden art in the depths of the human soul,
whose true operations we can divine from nature and lay unveiled
before our eyes only with difficulty’.6

Unfortunately, Kant does not elaborate on the schematism of reason.
The mapping of this hidden art was only performed 140 years after the 
publication of Critique of Pure Reason, by Ernst Cassirer in The Philosophy of 
Symbolic Forms. Like Kant, Cassirer argues that a workable image of reality 
should be based neither on the concepts of reason or the data of percep-
tion, but should be built in the field between them. However, according
to Cassirer, schematism should not be understood in a purely logical
manner, as Kant would have it; it must be understood historically, on the
basis of the actual historical images of reality that can be uncovered by 
the study of cultural history. While thus historicizing the Kantian critique
of knowledge, Cassirer at the same time reverses the Kantian conceptual
hierarchy. For Kant, the starting point was the rational concepts and the
sensual perceptions that had to be fused in the magic of intuition. For
Cassirer, things work the other way round: his starting point is the exist-
ence of human images of reality, which are used as a basis for reconstruct-
ing certain conceptual systems and sensory forms of attention. 

Cassirer’s term for such images of reality is ‘symbolic forms’. Symbolic
forms constitute a historical schematism that operates as the transcen-
dental condition of possibility for the interpretation of reality in a 
specific culture. ‘Cultural poetics’ can thus be understood as a specific 
historical regime of symbolic forms. Symbolic forms is a cultural reper-
toire of mental models allowing us to assess reality and thus to deal with
it pragmatically in everyday life. Symbolic forms differ widely in terms
of their scale and scope; as shorthand examples, we can consider the
confession as a symbolic form which makes it possible to form an image 
of a person’s intimate life; the diagnosis as a symbolic form which regu-
lates the understanding of the relationship between the normal and the
pathological; or the social contract as a formula which sets up rules for 
human relationships.

To engage in an analysis of symbolic forms, Cassirer takes the actual
historical cultural practice as his starting point. He explores the
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concrete ways in which reality, in specific places and at specific times, 
has been described by those experiencing it. On this point, Cassirer
shares a conviction with the German Geistesgeschichte of his time: that a
given culture should be understood from within, in the light of its actual
values, insights and practices, rather than from the outside, through
some general principles of description. At the same time, though, the
cultural history of symbolic forms also differs from Geistesgeschichte by 
way of its materialism. For Cassirer, the ambition is not to reconstruct 
a mental landscape of ideas and intuitions, but to piece together an
actual textual and visual archive of historical images of reality. In other
words, Cassirer’s subject matter is not ideas about reality, but representa-
tions of reality. For instance, the important thing is not the confession 
as an underlying mental template, but, rather, the plethora of actual 
confessions in their available textual manifestations.

The philosophy of symbolic forms also displays a striking similarity
with another feature of Geistesgeschichte, namely a strong tendency to 
homogenize the image of a culture by focusing on cohesion and totality 
rather than on contrasts and confrontation. As a corrective, one might 
reiterate Marx’s point – put forward in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte – that an image of reality does not necessarily include all the
different potential perspectives on this reality. Darstellung is not the sameg
as Vertretung; representations of reality are not necessarily representative gg
of the represented reality.7 In other words, the validity and impact of 
a cultural system of symbolic forms will remain determined by a social 
order of power and social interests. Power relations are involved in the
favouring of certain ways of thinking, speaking and acting; and in the
exclusion of others as meaningless or trivial. A repertoire of symbolic 
forms offers the opportunity to make a range of different utterances, 
but not all of these will be perceived as meaningful and representa-
tive statements about the order of things. Seen in this light, the social
struggle between different interests and social groups can be described
as a struggle between ways of forging images of what reality looks like 
and what it ought to look like. This conflictual aspect is attenuated in
Cassirer’s description of rather homogeneous cultural totalities, whereas
Italian political philosopher Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony 
helps keep it in focus. Symbolic forms are hegemonic when their way of 
representing reality serves the interests of the dominant powers.8

The political dimension of symbolic representations of reality is 
not only visible in this massive, agonistic sense, however, where class 
interests are lined up in confrontation to seek hegemony for their own 
interpretation of the world. The poetics of culture is played out in 
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the public arena where political ideologies, works of art and scientific
hypotheses are presented; it also lies at the basis of the individual’s
everyday life at work and in private contexts. The specific models for 
how the things of the world can be configured also determine how
objects and people are categorized in the intimate and private spheres
of human life, as well as in society at large. In this sense, the politi-
cal is omnipresent and by no means limited to the ‘political’ topics 
discussed in newspapers and in parliamentary assemblies. This insight
can be captured by Jacques Rancière’s concept of the division of the
sensible. Rancière’s ‘partage du sensible’ is a name for the basic order 
of things, the ‘a priori forms’ – as he puts it with specific reference to
Kant – ‘which determine what presents itself to sensory perception and
defines the coordinates for time and space, as well as for what can be 
said and what can be seen’.9

Finally, the poetics of culture is not only a question of rational knowl-
edge, but also of desire. The repertoire of symbolic forms is not only a
toolbox of antiseptic instruments designed to deal with the world in
an objective manner; it is also a billowing veil of fascinations, dreams, 
aversions and idealizations. A cultural poetics can produce wonderfully
meaningful and coherent images of reality by projections of desire and
paranoid illusions. Desire distorts the cultural filter of modes of imagi-
nation and ways of thinking, which means that the images of reality
contain patches of both inexplicable blindness and hysterical sharpness.
This insight is highlighted in Slavoj Žižek’s concept of unconscious 
ideological fantasy. In Žižek’s Lacanian optics the collective fantasies 
function as the condition of possibility for the ability to perceive, act
within and talk about the surrounding society. He talks about the socio-
synthetic function of fantasy, and the formulation has clear roots in 
Kant’s theory of cognition. The same goes for Žižek’s characterisation 
of these fantasies as a formal-transcendental a priori.10

The symbolic forms constitute the hidden art – not in the depths of 
the human soul, as Kant put it, but in the depths of human culture.
This hidden art is a vital part of the political. In the common sense of 
the term, the political covers the familiar game of views and values, of 
conflicts and connections. In a wider sense, however, it also includes 
the images of reality that determine what social issues and what social
conflicts are perceived as pressing reality. Cultural poetics is a political 
poetics, insofar as it creates specific images of social reality and in the
same process elides other facets of reality. In other words, politics is 
not just the art of the possible, it is also the hidden art which makes it
possible to perceive of the real in the first place.
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The politics of literature

The poetics of literature is simultaneously part of and apart from the
poetics of culture. Literary poetics is a part of cultural poetics, because
it contributes to the production of images of reality that can serve as
models for other claims to an understanding of the world. On this level,
there is no essential difference between literature and other symbolic
forms. To be sure, one can easily distinguish between a tragedy in blank 
verse and the minutes from a board meeting, or between a sonnet and
a feature article, but this is due to the existence of traditionalized genre 
markers rather than to any ontological features pertaining specifically
to literature. Fundamentally, it is really the same – and remarkably 
limited – repertoire of cognitive models that functions across the vari-
ous cultural spheres and institutions. For example, the confession has
played an important role in the literary autobiography since Augustine,
but the same symbolic form is also found in the confessional, in the
interrogation room, in psychotherapy, in the television show, in the 
conversations struck up in a pub.

At the same time, though, literary poetics is not only part of, but
also apart from the cultural poetics. When it is possible to distin-
guish quite easily between literary and non-literary utterances, it is
because individual linguistic phenomena not only have a form, but
also a framework. This framework is an institutional regulation of 
the social function of different utterances in respect to how they are 
produced, how they circulate and how they are used. The institutional
framework puts the symbolic forms to work by using them as tools 
in a given social web of power relations and political interests. In the 
Catholic Church the confession serves a strictly defined purpose; in the
modern legal system the confession has a different, although no less 
specific function. 

Literature is distinctive due to its framework, not to its form. From a 
sociological point of view, literature is an institutionalized social field
with its own rules, its own economy and a particular societal existence.
The literary institution is a conglomerate of social routines, including
the production, distribution and consumption of literature, and a vital
part of this institution is a collective agreement to regard certain texts
with a specific attitude of mind. This agreement is normally confirmed 
by endowing these texts with certain material, so-called ‘paraliterary’
markers, through which they can be recognized. The institutionally
empowered convention gives these texts the status of ‘fiction’ – that is,
texts whose pragmatic and referential functions differ from other texts.
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Jacques Derrida has captured this problem by describing literature as
both a fictional institution and an institutionalized fiction.11

The institutionalization of fiction establishes a crucial distance to
the surrounding cultural poetics by suspending any unambiguously
pragmatic function; utterances that circulate within the literary insti-
tution have no clearly defined social significance and impact. This
institutional distance enables literature to adopt a non-pragmatic and
non-intentional relationship to the reality it depicts. The literary poet-
ics may draw on the same symbolic forms as the surrounding cultural
poetics, but when these forms appear in literature, they appear sus-
pended and without any clearly assignable accountability. Rousseau,
Dostoyevsky, Camus and Coetzee do not make use of the confession 
for the purpose of having a particular individual judged or initiating a 
specific  therapeutic process.

On the level of symbolic forms, to sum up, literary poetics is part of a
cultural poetics, but on the level of the institutional framework, the two
poetics part company. Literary images of reality generally make use of 
the same symbolic forms as other cultural interpretations of reality, but 
in a different manner. Thanks to this duality of likeness and difference, 
literature takes the guise of a cultural laboratory where experiments
can be conducted, testing, as it were, different roles and functions of 
a cultural repertoire of images of reality. Paradoxically, literature’s irre-
sponsible distance to society is a condition for its ability to intervene 
in the life of society, not necessarily by voicing specific political views,
but rather by reflecting, varying and contesting the dominant cultural
poetics’ division of the sensible.

The same line of thought can be expressed by saying that literature
deviates from the way in which cultural images of reality are gener-
ally produced. In twentieth-century literary theory, the concept of 
deviation – described as alienation, defamiliarization, transgression, 
estrangement and so forth – has been among the most important bids
for identifying the so-called literariness that sets literary language apart.
According to this theory, literary images of reality differ from the more
automatised representations of reality in society at large. Theories of 
deviation usually deal with stylistic parallelisms and metaphorical
paradoxes, but literary deviation takes place not only on the linguis-
tic level; deviation also operates on a more fundamental level that
concerns the cognitive schemata through which an image of reality
is produced. Literature can transform not only the stylistic form, but
also the underlying symbolic form of a representational routine. Due
to its  institutionally sanctioned distance to the pragmatics of social
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life,  literature can change our everyday and habitual – and therefore 
hidden – ways of constructing images of reality. 

Creation, exposition, transposition 

On a general note, we will propose to distinguish between three differ-
ent modes of deviation on the level of symbolic forms (modes which
can, of course, overlap and appear side by side in a literary work). First,
deviation can take the shape of a creation of new images of reality that
challenge a dominant regime of symbolic forms. Since the material 
of literary representation of reality is always a historical language, the
creation of new models is always an adaptation of existing models, a
constructive reorganizing of pre-existing material. Here, deviation oper-
ates a de-formation and trans-formation of prevalent ways of construct-
ing images of reality. Fiction here serves to think and show something
that does not naturally fall within the habitually conceived order of 
things. This attitude was the starting point for both Amos Oz and
Salman Rushdie, circling about something they want to express, as it
were – how the grandmother’s life is reflected in her death, how differ-
ent mental universes converge in creating a specific spatial quality – but
which cannot be grasped with the available modes of explanation and
description. In order to approach aspects of reality that would otherwise
have remained silent, they must write new stories, invent new forms of 
description. Giving a voice to a truth about a singular life or a singular 
event requires that an aspect of reality be liberated from the standard 
cultural repertoire of themes and forms. What is required, in other
words, is the creation of a specific and unheard-of configuration of 
events, emotions and viewpoints capable of grasping the way in which
the singular deviates from the general.

Literature creates experimental models of reality. These experiments
originate in the singular: the concrete configuration of forms, of lines,
colours, shapes, sounds or words. Oz’s image of the grandmother
springs from a single statement: ‘The Levant is full of microbes’; 
Rushdie’s image of the city starts with an encounter on a street corner.
The singular artistic starting point opens up a potential window on the 
world. By composing an image of the world from this viewpoint, the
work of art is able to not only describe and account for the individual
situation – how the grandmother’s life converges and makes sense in 
the light of the simple statement – but also to create a far more com-
prehensive explication of reality. To the extent that an image of the 
‘visible, but unseen’ reality is successfully created, an entire image of 
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a world emerges. How do Israeli everyday life, political life and mental
universes look in the light of the grandmother’s life story, as told by 
Oz? Or, how can we observe the postcolonial city as a conglomerate of 
material, mental and social layers?

Literature’s capacity to create new models of reality enables it to alert
its readers to hitherto unseen aspects of social reality. Literature has 
rendered visible the reading and writing daughters of the bourgeoisie
in the eighteenth century, the entrepreneurial third class in the nine-
teenth century, industrial mass societies in the first half of the twentieth
century, and the postcolonial migrants from the 1950s until today. The 
artwork’s division of the sensible begins in the configuration of the sin-
gle image, of the single perceptual starting point, but the division has
a potential and wide-reaching resonance in the work, in the reader, in 
tradition and in social life.

Second, the deviation can take the shape of an exposition of a cul-
ture’s repertoire of images of reality. From this perspective, literature is
not only a laboratory for the creation and transformation of symbolic
forms, it is also a medium capable of rendering existing forms visible. 
The exposition can be regarded as a sort of citation of existing images 
of reality, and as such it can take many different forms, from direct cita-
tions of historical uses of language to reconstructions of ‘typical’ images
of reality. In his works on realism, Georg Lukács formulated a concept of 
‘the typical’, inspired by Max Weber’s sociological concept of the ideal
type. To Weber, the typical did not necessarily constitute something 
that is typical in a statistical sense; rather, it summarizes some essential
features that are not likely to be matched by any empirical findings. For
Lukács, the successful realistic character description was typical in this
sense, as found, for example, in Balzac’s works, which included the typi-
cal banker, the typical journalist, the typical countess and so forth. The 
typical characters of Balzac’s novels gave a convincing impression of 
being real, because they were provided with an abundance of such indi-
vidual oddities and peculiarities that are typical of the individual.12

A corresponding form of literary typicality is found on the level of 
symbolic forms, where the typical summarizes some essential features
of a culture’s way of understanding existential, social or material reality. 
Against this background, the technique of exposition can be described as
an art of characterization by means of which the author does not mod-
ify, but rather condenses salient forms of a historically situated cultural 
poetics. This is the case when Flaubert cites the conventional language
of the cattle show intertwined with the equally conventional language 
of the love encounter, when Hermann Broch, in The Sleepwalkers, cites
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the language of the public house, or when Chuck Palahniuk cites the 
language of sexual therapy. In these instances, the exposition of images
of reality has replaced the functional pragmatics of the image of reality.
When the symbolic forms of a culture are not only applied, but also
exposed, transformed into typifying quotations, the invisible quotation
marks around them become visible. The words and sentences appear as
if surrounded by a fine luminous edge, like an ethnographical object in 
a display case. This is the alienating effect of the expository function,
namely the making visible of the symbolic forms as what they are:
flawed conventions upon which we depend heavily for our perception
of reality. Most often, the hidden art is buried in the depths of human
culture, but sometimes, literature is capable of unearthing this deeply
hidden art, putting it on display and making it subject to debate.

Third, and finally, the literary deviation can take the shape of transpo-
sition of an image of reality from one institutional context to another. 
The transposition consists in moving a symbolic form across the bound-
ary between the literary and the cultural poetics, thus negotiating
the existing boundaries between literature and the social institutions
surrounding it.

The most obvious example is the question of censorship. From the tri-
als against Flaubert and Baudelaire to the fatwa against Salman Rushdie,
a standard argument in the fight against censorship has been that the
statements found in literature cannot be assessed in the same manner as
the social and political statements circulating outside the literary insti-
tution. This strategy positions itself on the fine line separating between
cultural and literary poetics. The image of reality – an unfaithful pro-
vincial wife or a boozing prophet – makes perfect sense on both sides
of the boundary, but with dramatic differences. Is the image of Emma
Bovary a celebration of a promiscuous provincial wife or a diagnosis of 
how wrong things can go for someone who is bored by provincial life
(as Flaubert, somewhat hypocritically, claimed during the trial)? Is the 
image of the prophet an accusation directed at a historical person for 
indulging in dubious moral conduct, or does it present the impression
of Muhammad of a delirious mind of the late twentieth century?

The transposition of an image of reality creates an effect of defamil-
iarization, merely through the change of context. One may try, for 
example, as Robert Musil once suggested, to quote a poem at a general
assembly, or to place a crystal glass on a ploughed field.13 Alienation 
effects of this type are not only something literature is more or less
unfairly subjected to, as in cases of censorship; it is also something
literature has been able to exploit. Literature can intervene directly in
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political affairs and discussions, it can be agitational and polemical,
and it can articulate directly political positions – while enjoying the 
protection of its special status as literature. Thus, what literature says in
relation to a political context remains unsaid in a certain sense, since it
is protected by the attenuating suspension mechanisms of the literary 
institution. On the other hand, the system of attenuation has regularly
annoyed authors eager to intervene because the subduing of resonance
also means that the effect of any literary political intervention is rela-
tively modest.

In our general overview we have outlined three forms of deviation, all
of which exploit the boundary between literary and cultural poetics – 
and indeed the fact that literary poetics is simultaneously both a part of 
and apart from cultural poetics. The creation of fictional world models 
uses the privileged enclosure of the literary institution to deform and 
transform existing symbolic forms in the endeavour to think and show
something that does not naturally fall within the given order of things.
Here, literature is an eminently realistic undertaking in the sense that it
tries to capture pieces of reality that haven’t yet been named properly.
The exposition of typical epistemic models and the exploration of their 
social function uses aesthetic distance to make evident the devices and
social interests invested in the model in question. In this case, literature
is realistic by reflecting and communicating existing historical images
of reality. Transposition, finally, allows the literary models of reality to 
go beyond and question the institutional framework of literature. Here,
literature is realistic insofar as it exceeds the boundary between fiction
and reality and engages directly in political reality. The first two strate-
gies of deviation – creation and exposition – depend on a reasonably 
stable boundary between literary and cultural poetics insofar as their
thinking and showing of the world take place within an institution.
In these cases, literature is political precisely by virtue of its status as
literature. In contrast, in the third strategy of deviation, literature is
political by exceeding this boundary and thus undermining its own 
status as literature.

The boundary dividing literary and cultural poetics has obviously 
been in constant flux since what we today agree to call literature was
given a fairly well-defined institutional framework in the course of 
the eighteenth century. At times, literature has had great impact and 
been highly influential; at other times, it has remained socially rather
insignificant. It has been tied to dominant ideological discourses, and
to oppositional or suppressed ones; it has been closely connected to the
consolidation of new historical identities, and it has withdrawn from all
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social interaction. In each of these cases, the actual exchange between
literature as an institutionalized activity and the surrounding world
has been renegotiated, and new boundaries have been drawn. Each
new renegotiation can be described as a deviation questioning the func-
tions, the forms and the possibilities of literary writing. Put differently,
each work of literature relates, explicitly or implicitly, strategically or
pragmatically, to its mode of existence as literature.

The boundary between literary and cultural poetics currently seems 
to be the subject of particularly lively negotiation. The fatwa against
Salman Rushdie in 1989 may be taken as a symptom of this. In a 
Western context, the practising of religion has over the past couple of 
centuries taken place within a specific institutional context tied to the 
church and the private sphere, reasonably clearly separated from other
contexts of social action. The fatwa suddenly introduced a religiously
founded injunction, thus cutting right through the division between
the religious, the social, the political and the literary, suspending all the 
differentiated transposition mechanisms.

This may indicate that the boundary between literary and cultural
poetics is no longer upheld as something entirely robust, and that the
current mixtures – not only of religion and politics, but also of politics
and ‘identity’, of politics and advertising, of political interests and eco-
nomic interests and, in a wider sense, of social production, consumption
and reproduction – mark a new challenge in terms of the way literary 
practice should handle the boundary between literature and society 
at large. The documentary film genre is perhaps the art form that has 
most consistently exploited this transposition from ‘fictional’ images of 
reality to ‘documentary’ ones and vice versa. Similarly, literature also
seems to challenge still more radically the boundary which defines it as
literature – or ‘mere literature’– and thus to be holding an altered liter-
ary practice up against the current destabilization or de-differentiation 
of the institutional boundaries of social life. Perhaps literature is becom-
ing political in a new way: not as a question of the author’s correct or
incorrect views, but as a reaction to – and an exploitation of – the fact
that the boundary between the literary and cultural poetics is undergo-
ing rapid change: in other words, a politicization that not only stems
from the practice of literary writing, but also from its mode of existence
in society. This seems to have brought about a new form of involvement 
and a new creative impetus in literature, currently transporting images 
of reality and models for the construction of images of reality across
the boundary between the two poetics. It is, not least, this development
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which prompts renewed reflection on the relationship between the
poetics of culture and the poetics of literature.

Translated by Lise Utne
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10
Cave Art as Symbolic Form
Mats Rosengren

Outside

In this text I will try to combine at least two, perhaps even three dif-
ferent interests. First, my curiosity as to how Cassirer’s thought may
prove its worth in helping to dissolve contemporary epistemological
dead-ends; second, my long-time involvement with cave art studies and 
cave art; third, implicitly, my own doxological approach to contem-
porary theory of knowledge.1 I will try to achieve this combination by 
briefly presenting what I see as two major problems within the study of 
cave art: first, the ubiquitous urge for an origin and, second, what I am 
going to call the mimetic curse in cave art studies; I will then proceed to
show that Cassirer’s ideas about symbolic forms and, more specifically,
his philosophy of technology may help us to dissolve these problems,
focusing mainly on his concept of ‘organ-projection’ and on the notion
of symbolic forms understood as ever-changing ways to produce human
reality; finally, I will comment upon the topicality of both Cassirer’s
thoughts and of cave art. My aim is to show that Cassirer’s notions of 
technology and of symbolic forms may, to a certain extent, provide 
a new conceptual (and as it were doxological) framework for cave art
studies, within which the centennial question of the sense of the traces
found in the caves could be addressed anew in a productive way.

Entrance: the study of cave art

The Paleolithic cave art of northern Spain and southern France is among 
the oldest extant traces of mankind’s symbolic endeavours. It is hardly 
surprising, then, that the images and the tracings, the engravings and
the imprints found in the caves and shelters are also among the most
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difficult to grasp. The material at hand is both overwhelmingly rich and
completely elusive, alien and yet all so familiar.

The Paleolithic cave art was discovered at least twice in modern
times – first in 1879, when Sanz de Sautuola finally noticed the now 
famous bison in the ceiling of the cave of Altamira, a discovery that
was first rejected as a forgery, then doubted for more than 20 years;
and then again in 1901, when the notion of mural Paleolithic art was
finally, but only after a series of decisive discoveries of painted caves, 
accepted as a scientifically respectable concept by the academic com-
munity. After this double, first material and then conceptual, discovery 
a multitude of different suggestions as to the why and the wherefore 
of all the different kinds of traces in the caves has been put forward.
It began in 1901 with art for art’s sake, and continued via sympathetic 
magic, totemistic demonstrations, sexualized mythologies, binary nar-
ratives up to – in the beginning of the twenty-first century – reports 
from shamanistic journeys and trance experiences.2

Strangely, and despite the lack of any kind of hermeneutical tradi-
tion bridging the time-gap,3 the style of the images, the way they are
dispersed in the caves as well as their purported realism seem to fit eas-
ily into our Western pictorial tradition, as established in the eighteenth 
century, consolidating the Paleolithic cave art of Spain and France as 
part of the vast symbolic form Art. This, however, is not the case with
all prehistoric images. John Clegg, an Australian rock art researcher,
describes the perceptual troubles involved in seeing Australian rock art:

Without knowing what to expect it is almost impossible to see what 
there is. A certain familiarity with styles of pictures is necessary to
see them: a guide often has to point out form in great detail before a
naive onlooker can see the kangaroo at all. Once the onlookers have
their ‘eye in’, they know what to expect, and rapidly become expert
at discovering items that have not been pointed out to them ... The
processes of ‘getting the eye in’ involve familiarity with common
natural markings on the rock, and understanding of the representa-
tional conventions used.4

This can, of course, be interpreted in at least two different ways: either 
you take Clegg’s comment as an indication that there really, though
still unbeknownst to us, is a cultural affinity, making European cave
art more easily accessible for the average westerner – and start a quest 
for finding the ‘missing links’ back to the presumed ‘cradle of art’, be
it Lascaux (approximately 17,000 before present (BP)) or the much 
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older Grotte Chauvet (approximately 34,000 BP). Such a desire for an 
origin, and preferably a unique origin, has plagued cave art studies all 
through the twentieth century. Commenting upon its consequences,
the philosopher Jean Louis Schefer writes: ‘This phantasm of origin is
grounded in a transfer of historic guilt, trying to reconcile or to think
art without divorce (in a first paradise or in an initial tragedy) as a
“natural”, “instinctive” expression of the real.’5 But, as Schefer points
out a few pages earlier in his text, ‘the primary function of the figures 
[that is, the pictures in the caves] is not to restore or to present the
reality (to make a representation of it) – this point of view is that of 
an art-consumer of the 19th century (or of the dominating ideology of 
this art)’.6 Accordingly, I think we should avoid even posing the bar-
ren question of when or where art was born. It leads us astray already
through its implicit presumption – pointed out by Schefer – that such 
an origin would be possible to locate in time or space. But that is not 
all – this desire for a unique origin, combined with the presupposi-
tion that this original art is, in Schefer’s words, a natural, instinctive 
expression of the real, excludes right from the start the possibility of 
seeing art (as well as all the other symbolic forms) as an always already
present upsurge of meaning, as an always already ongoing creation of 
our human world.

Or you can focus upon the fact that anyone can get their eye in and
adopt the stance of the cave art specialist Jean Clottes and make the
following claim:

Even persons who have never visited a painted cave and who have
no interest in mural cave-art will immediately recognise the photo-
graphy of a painted bison or of a chamois for what it is, that is a
representation of an animal by a prehistoric artist, be that notion 
vague and imprecise.7

To explain the fact that pictures of cave art are readily seen precisely as
pictures of cave art, Clottes correctly points out that, ‘in our culture’, all
(or at least many) of us have seen images of cave art in books and jour-
nals, we have seen stamps with aurochs from Lascaux, different logos
made from prehistoric motifs and so on. So far, so good. However, he 
continues with the claim:

It is this kind of memories, a bit vague, that nourish our percep-
tion. They allow us to establish the category ‘prehistoric art’ where
we instinctively range these figures. This is all the more remarkable
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since, in this domain as in others, – for reasons of survival – Nature
has not originally programmed us to perceive similarities but rather
to notice unlikeness, to notice the exception rather than the norm.
Thus, if we react differently when confronted with ice-age art, it is
because this art presents a striking unity.8

Elsewhere, I have tried to untangle Clottes’ multiple contradictions in 
the two passages just quoted.9 Briefly put, Clottes’ position is exemplary 
of what may be called the ‘mimetic curse’ in cave art studies – that is,
the stubborn conviction that to see something is to passively reflect
that which is already there, no additions or subtractions made, paired
with the equally stubborn belief that mimetic representation always
equals objective realism.10 As is apparent in the texts just quoted, such 
a conviction may very well exist alongside a firm conviction that the
categories of perception are culturally dependent. It is as if the cultural
production of categories of perception – like the category ‘prehistoric
art’– is seen as the natural reflection of our ‘natural programming’, to
use Clottes’ phrasing. And then there is nothing surprising in the fact
that Paleolithic cave art so easily slips into a general Western concep-
tion of realistic depiction and aesthetic qualities – our way of depicting 
simply is the natural way. But, as the example from Australian rock 
art shows, to get one’s eye in is always a cultural process, and as such 
located in historical time and space, producing not an image of what
is really out there, but an image that, for being seen at all, presupposes
the acquisition of certain concepts and habits of looking. Thus, there
is no natural, primordial way of seeing – all that we see, all that we can 
see, is always already incorporated in one, ever-changing symbolic form
or another.

Today, the relative dominance within cave art studies of these 
two approaches (which, in a sense, are but different versions of each
other)11 – that is, the longing for an origin and the mimetic curse – has 
produced , in spite of the many promising efforts made within the field 
during the structuralist era, a quite fruitless situation.12 It is as if all 
contemporary attempts at making sense of what is to be found in the
caves are condemned to work within this restrictive conceptual frame-
work, where figurative depiction is seen as the natural reflection of the
real. This is, of course, a typical platonic situation, excluding all kinds
of constructivist approaches from the start.13 Those who do not want to
comply with this situation – and there are some – run the risk of being 
expulsed to the margins of the discipline, defined as freaks roaming the
outside of its discursive field, as Michel Foucault might have put it.
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This is where Ernst Cassirer and his philosophy of technique, technol-
ogy and symbolic forms can show its worth. To approach mural cave 
art from the perspective of a philosophy of symbolic forms is to circum-
vent the urge for origin, replacing it with an immanent, productive and
constructivist approach and to rethink perception in a non-mimetic
way – without abandoning the demands of scientific rigour.14 Cassirer 
writes:

The symbolic process is like a single stream of life and thought which 
flows through consciousness, and which by this flowing movement
produces the diver sity and cohesion, the richness, the continuity,
and constancy, of consciousness.15

The two key points here are, of course, the union of life and
thought – that they are not to be understood as separate ‘units’, the
one eventually being the expression of the other – and that it is by a 
constant flowing movement that this unity becomes productive. One
of Cassirer’s more perspicuous followers, Allister Neher, sums up what 
Cassirer tries to accomplish:

What Cassirer attempts to do is extend the Kantian critical analy-
sis of empirical knowledge to, as he would put it, all of the other
ways human beings can have a world. In other words, he investi-
gates the conditions of possibility for such greater cultural forms as
myth, natural language, art, and, of course, contemporary science. 
In its most general sense, the term ‘symbolic form’ refers to these
greater cultural forms. As organs rather than mirrors of reality, these 
structures are not static; unlike Kant, whose analysis of empirical
knowledge assumed that Euclidean geometry, Aristotelian logic, and 
Newtonian mechanics were completed achievements, Cassirer builds
transformation and development into his analyses of the various
symbolic forms.16

But to see cave art only as yet another possible symbolic form is still
too general an approach. It provides us with an immanent and proce-
dural conceptual framework; it teaches us that everything, from words
to things, from actions to works, that make sense to us humans, is
always already meaningful within one symbolic form or another; and
that the identity, as well as the sense of the objects or the actions, is 
thus provided by the ever-shifting, but still specific, place that it occu-
pies within the symbolic form – or the symbolic forms in plural, since 
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each ‘symbol’ can always in principle be ‘grafted’ into any symbolic
form and hence, simultaneously or successively, incarnate different 
meanings.17 Adopting this stance takes us far beyond most traditional 
approaches to cave art, and into a definitely post- postmodern scien-
tific landscape – but it does not tell us much about how, or in what
direction, we ought to move in our attempt to reproduce the sense of 
Paleolithic art. (And to reproduce is, in this context, of course not to
‘collect’ or mimetically ‘reflect’ a sense or meaning that is hiding in the
depths of time – in itself an impossible task, as the history of the dif-
ferent attempts to do just this shows us – but to produce a sense that 
can be acceptable as a scientifically founded hypothesis as to what cave 
art once meant and could mean.) We need to be specific – focus upon 
Cassirer’s words about the unity of life and thought and, more specifi-
cally, upon how he develops this unity in his discussion of technique,
tools and technology.

Hallway and passages: Cassirer on tools and technologies

In the following sections, I would like to produce an argument for 
seeing mural cave art as a tool in Cassirer’s sense – a move that, as we 
shall see, will make it possible to address the question of the sense of 
the art in a way that, as of yet, has not been tried in cave art studies.18

This argument will be divided into two phases. First, I will present and, 
to some extent, discuss what I take to be the most relevant aspects of 
Cassirer’s take on technology in relation to the problems evoked in and
by the study of mural cave art. In a second move, I will present, in a very
condensed way, a concrete experiment conducted by the French cave
art specialist Michel Lorblanchet in the Pech Merle cave in the depart-
ment of Lot, France. Finally, I will contend that what goes for cave art, 
goes for all tools,  conceptual as well as technological, claiming that
what we may learn in the caves echoes in contemporary science.19

In the second volume of his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, devoted to 
mythical thought, Cassirer writes a few pages on technique, tools and
technology. In a seminal passage, predating his ‘Form and Technology’ 
by five years, he writes:

Thus we see that even if we regard the implement purely in its tech-
nical aspect as the fundamental means of building material culture,
this achievement, if it is to be truly understood and evaluated in
its profoundest meaning, may not be considered in isolation. To its
mechanical function there corresponds here again a purely spiritual
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function which not only develops from the former, but conditions
it from the very first and is indissolubly correlated with it. Never
does the implement serve simply for the mastery of an outside world 
which can be regarded as finished, simply given ‘matter’; rather, it is
through the use of the implement that the image, the spiritual, ideal
form of this outside world, is created for man.20

What I find remarkable in this passage is, again, the way Cassirer con-
nects life and thought as embodied in man’s tools, seeing these tools
as productive of man’s world in a simultaneously both material and 
mental sense. And he chooses, approvingly quoting Ernst Kapp and
his Grundlinien einer Philosophie der Technik from 1880, the term ‘organ-
projection’ as an adequate description of this process, indicating the 
possibility of a two-way movement – from organ, primarily hand, to 
‘hammer, hatchet, ax, knife, chisel, drill, saw, and thongs’ but also – and
this is the crucial point here – from tools and technology to the human
being, that is ‘by reversal of the process as a means of explaining and
understanding the human organism’.21 In this passage, Cassirer is only 
talking about tools in an ordinary sense (hammer, knife chisel), but for
me the term ‘organ-projection’ immediately connects to the projected,
negative and positive, hands we find in the Paleolithic caves; and subse-
quently to all other traces found in the caves. Seeing Paleolithic mural 
cave art as a multiple tool in this sense – that is, as a symbolic form
creating a world for man, seeing it as an organ ‘less of mastery than of 
signification’ (as Cassirer puts it) – seems like a very plausible and pos-
sibly fruitful approach not explored within the confines of the discipline
of cave art study.22 It has the great advantage of providing a conceptual
framework that allows us to ask not why men painted, engraved ory
sculpted in the caves, but what kind of sense-making the sculptures, the 
engravings and the paintings allow of today – that is, what kind of sci-
entifically acceptable sense we can possibly produce about the practices
and, perhaps, the general attitudes that once engendered the traces.23

Turning to Cassirer’s more developed arguments in ‘Form and 
Technology’, there is further support for this view, most significantly
perhaps in the way that Cassirer develops, again, the notion of co-deter-
mination between life and thought.24 He writes, for instance, about the 
intermingling and confrontation (‘Auseinandersetzung’) of technology
and all other ‘areas and entities’25 of human life:

Thus, every introduction of a new element not only widens the scope
of the mental horizon in which this confrontation takes place, but
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it alters the very mode of seeing. This formative process does not only 
expand outwardly – it itself undergoes an intensification and height-
ening, so that a simultaneous qualitative transformation occurs, a 
specific metamorphosis.26

Through this insistence on the principle of becoming, of creating and 
of transformation, adopting Cassirer’s stance in relation to cave art 
precludes the traditional ways of approaching the traces in the caves as
static reports from and depictions of a world long lost. Instead, Cassirer
opens the possibility of seeing the traces in the caves as tools that, if we
just could learn to use them, would let us recreate if not a whole men-
tal universe, then at least some of the gestures and fragments of moves
that perhaps constituted the practices that these traces once were living
parts of – the idea being, once again, to move from the tools towards
their possible significations, as eventually revealed in both the mental
and bodily practices they are the traces of. Cassirer’s own focus seems
to coincide with my own here. He writes:

If, instead of beginning from the existence of technological objects,
we were to begin from the technological efficacy and shift our gaze
from the mere product to the mode and type of production and to
the lawfulness revealed in it, then technology would lose the narrow, 
limited and fragmentary character that otherwise seems to adhere 
to it. Technology adapts itself – not directly in its end result but t
with a view to its task and problematic – into a comprehensive circlec
of enquiry within which its specific import and particular mental
tendency can be determined.27

Of course, in the case of cave art it is no longer possible to focus 
directly upon the practices of producing paintings in the caves – no
matter what the proponents, still found in ethnology, anthropology 
and archaeology, of the erroneous (in my eyes, at least) ‘argument 
through analogy’ may claim.28 But Cassirer opens another possibility
when he talks about the mode, the type of production and the lawful-
ness that is revealed in the work. As we will see below in the discussion 
of Lorblanchet and his experiment, this possibility has been partly 
explored – and with surprisingly interesting results. It seems as if 
Cassirer was right in not upholding strict, absolute borders between
technology and language or between tools and artworks – through 
their always being part of some symbolic form, they all partake in 
the human sense-making; and seen from this perspective there is 
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no strict difference between language, art and tools. In fact, Cassirer 
claims that:

It is not the human being who, as mere natural being, as a physical-
organic being, becomes the creator of art; rather it is art that proves
to be the creator of humanity, that first constitutes and makes pos-
sible the specific ‘mode’ of being human.29

So, in this specific sense, art may definitely be seen as a tool, allow-
ing us, at least in principle, to recreate the sense and lawfulness of its
production.30 And if this is the case, it should not be impossible to 
move from the cave art to the ‘organ’ that projected it – ‘organ’ here 
being understood as the symbolic form in which the traces in the caves
once functioned – as when Cassirer, with a reference to Kapp, claims 
that all effective technological activity ‘likewise always exhibits a self-
revelation, and, through this, a means of self-knowledge’.31 In the case
of cave art, it is up to us, researchers of today, to find the means and the 
knowledge necessary for using this revelation in making scientifically 
tenable sense of the traces in the caves.32

Galleries: on the remaking of the horses in Pech Merle

The already-mentioned French researcher Michel Lorblanchet is among
those who have tried to do just this, coming very close to a Cassirerian 
perspective. Focusing on the practical, material and physical aspects of 
the art of the upper Paleolithic era – such as, for instance, what colours 
were used? what tools? which techniques were instrumental in produc-
ing what effect? how does the environment in the cave interact with
the paintings? and so on – he has clearly proven the value of embodied
experimentation in cave art studies.

His well-documented life-size remake of the panel of horses in Pech
Merle is significant in many ways – not least for the role it has played in 
refuting the central tenets of the shamanist theory, such as the presumed
universal identity of trance-experience allegedly caused by the way the
human nervous system works; the presumed importance of the very act
of painting; and the toxicity of the dyes used, supposedly inducing hal-
lucinations and trance states in the painters.33 Important as this may be,
what is central in this experimentation from our point of view is what
we may learn today about the why and wherefore of the horses by com-
ing to grips with how they were made in the first place. Is it possible to
gain any insight as to their signification from a  remaking such as the 
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one made by Lorblanchet? Such a remaking will never, of course – and
I want to stress this to avoid any possible confusion –  provide an access
to intentions long lost, or to the original sense of the cave art,34 but
it may provide an as of yet unused road to follow in the search for a 
scientifically acceptable way of construing the sense of the traces in the
caves. In a moment, we will look at Lorblanchet’s own conclusions. But
first, a very brief description of what he did.35

Lorblanchet started by making a copy (a relevé) of the original panel,éé
using both tracing and infra-red photography. Then he looked up a 
suitable surface on which to execute the copy in a non-painted cave,
near the original one. Then he reproduced the pigments: the black was
mainly made out of charcoal from oak and juniper, chewed and mixed
with saliva, using water as dilution;36 the red was ochre found near the
cave. Based on the information obtained, he was able to establish that
the panel was constructed in four major phases, starting with the horses
and ending with the pike and the other motives in red. (This order was
later revised by Lorblanchet himself, making the pike the first phase
out of five.37) Analysing the phases one by one, he was able to identify
and reproduce the different techniques used, such as  spitting the colour

Figure 10.1 The Panel of the Horses, Pech Merle, France. © Michel Lorblanchet
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directly onto the surface (crachis), using a hollow bone for blowing 
the colour onto the surface (flocage) and also how to use his hands as
templates. To obtain an acceptable result for the black points, he used
a piece of leather with a round hole in the middle, thus protecting the
surface from surplus pigments produced by the spitting procedure.38

The results obtained in the process were, as I have already said, quite
astonishing: Lorblanchet could confirm that the techniques he used
(crachis and flocage), techniques that he initially learned from aboriginal
inhabitants in Australia, must have been the ones used when making
the original horses; he could make an estimation of the total time for
making the panel: 32 hours – that is, much longer than it would have
taken using other techniques, such as brushing, or using stamping
techniques. He could also conclude that the horses must have been
sketched in outline before being painted – during the procedure of cra-
chis the mouth has to be very close to the surface, making it impossible 
to maintain an overall view while working – adding to the argument
that painting in the caves was a meticulously planned and structured 
activity and hardly something that could, at least when it comes to
the more elaborated paintings or engravings, be executed in trance, or
while having hallucinations, or just as a momentary impulse.39 Thus,
guiding lines were necessary so as not to lose touch with the general 
composition and start making mistakes. Moreover, he could prove that
there had to be at least two people that were continuously involved in
the execution of the panel – one painting, the other providing illumina-
tion by holding grease-lamps close enough to the surface. Lorblanchet
was also able to show that the entire panel was most likely executed at
the same time and by the same artist – and that it has been renewed at 
different intervals, long after its completion, a circumstance that (to say
the least) indicates a lasting interest in the panel. Commenting upon 
the method of  experimentation, Lorblanchet writes:

The principal aim of making this kind of mural experiments is to find
the intention behind the gesture, the ‘driving force’ behind the act or, 
rather, to better understand the mind, and sometimes the symbolic 
context, within which the works were accomplished. The choice of 
cavern, of stony support and of pigments; the time of execution; the 
composition of the panel; the working-conditions for the artist (accom-
panied or solitary); the will to exhibit or to hide the work; the usage of 
the extant shapes of the cave wall; the verification of aesthetic mastery
etcetera make up the field of experimentation. This information is
indispensable and partakes in the interpretation of paleolithic art.40



Figure 10.2 The phases of construction of the Panel of the Horses. © Michel 
Lorblanchet
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But even though Lorblanchet is explicitly looking for the intention
behind the gesture (an approach that I find rather misdirected), he does
not make the mistake of advancing a general hypothesis about the sense 
of the cave art – probably wisely warned by his familiarity with all previ-
ous and vain attempts. Experimentation can only provide probabilities,
not proofs, he says. It can ‘underpin a hypothesis by showing not the
reality of the anticipated facts, but their makeability (faisabilité)’. But aty
the same time he claims, more in accordance with Cassirer than he is
probably aware of, that the technique in itself is ‘loaded with meaning:
there is not, of course not, any gulf separating technological research
from research after meaning’.41

Exit: on the way out of an impasse? 

So, in what ways may Cassirer’s notions of tools, technology and sym-
bolic forms help us in our effort to make sense of the Paleolithic art? In 
trying to answer this question, we have to be both wary, curious and
creative. Wary, so as to avoid the pitfalls common to all attempts at 
explications of the sense Paleolithic art – after all, we are dealing with art 
that was produced for a period of more than 20,000 years, during periods
of severe glaciation as well as in more benign conditions. What are our
claims for talking about a single kind of art during this immense span of 
time? What would it imply as to the stability of society and culture, for
instance? It is a fact that we tend to create the art of the upper Paleolithic 
as a homogeneous unity through inscribing it in, as it were, the symbolic
form art, with all its aesthetic and formal concerns – and such an inscrip-
tion is perhaps an explainable move, given the cultural context of the 
discovery of cave art, but it is hardly a necessary one. In any case, it does 
not offer us any support for claiming that man has an innate desire or
capacity for beauty, or urge for making art, as so many have done and
still do when trying to fathom Lascaux, Chauvet or Niaux.42

Minding at least these pitfalls, we still must be curious and creative
enough to try, in spite of previous failures, to circumvent the problems 
and find a way out of the dead-end announced by the recurring mantra 
‘we will never know’. As a first response, I would say that whether we 
will ever come to know anything about the meaning of the cave art
depends entirely upon what we mean by ‘knowing’ in this context. We 
will, as already said, never be able to enter into the minds of the paint-
ers and pinpoint their intentions. But, then again, this does not, in prin-
ciple, make cave art any different from trying to understand other kinds 
of symbolic expression, from any time whatsoever. The difference, and 
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this is of course an important difference, lies in the absence of a scien-
tifically acceptable and sufficiently precise context (that is, a context 
that, by and large, is accepted as relevant by those who are working in
the epistemic fields of archaeology, anthropology, ethnology, etc.) that 
we may use as a framework when trying to interpret works of Paleolithic
art. Such a context is still, despite the vast knowledge that we actually
possess about our prehistory, desperately lacking. So this context has 
to be created. And I would suggest that the thoughts of Cassirer may 
be instrumental in this work. His notions and understanding of sym-
bolic forms, tools and technology will not give access to the sense of 
the paintings in the caves, but they may well direct our sense-making
efforts in a new way, and perhaps also provide the beginnings of a con-
text for the paintings.

More concretely, this would at least mean refusing the mimetic/real-
istic curse or paradigm in cave art studies by trying to move ‘from the 
mere product to the mode and type of production and to the lawfulness
revealed in it’43 – that is, to try to reconstruct the symbolic form that is 
revealed in the paintings in the caves. This approach is, of course, not
entirely new – the first attempts at making sense of cave art consisted 
in trying to make it comply with totemism, sympathetic magic and 
mythological thinking, as well as, from the late 1950s onward, with an
enlarged structuralist conception of language.

But all these approaches started in the wrong place, so to speak: they
all assumed that cave art would fit into some or other of the extant
forms of human culture. Cassirer invites us to do exactly the opposite:
start with the work or works and see what they reveal in and through
themselves; do not presuppose anything specific about them from
the start – you will anyhow inevitably bring along enough culturally 
dependent presuppositions, functioning as the inescapable conditions
for your own sense-making. The remaking of the Panel in Pech Merle
may serve as one example of how such a work may be started; there 
are no doubt other ways of proceeding as well. For instance, focus-
ing even more than Lorblanchet did on the very gestures involved in 
painting, using the concept of ‘organ-projection’ as a tool for moving
from gesture to subjective, bodily experience, may teach us surprising
things about the limits of makeability and understandability. If a ges-
ture involved in the making of a painting seems physically awkward or
strange, this may, for example, indicate that there is something more to
the picture than meets the eye.

Cassirer’s philosophy also urges us to see the paintings in the caves not
as ready-made reality, but as traces of a world in the making. And such
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a shift in perspective is no doubt decisive for our sense-making – we are
no longer forced to look for a forever-forgotten meaning hidden deep
within or behind the symbols; instead we are offered the possibility of 
putting the traces we meet into play, and seeing what they may start to
generate. This approach is not entirely new either: researchers such as,
most famously, Annette Laming-Emperaire and André Leroi-Gourhan 
have attempted similar approaches, trying to make the caves reveal
their syntax and semantics through activating a grid of binary opposi-
tions into which they tried to fit the paintings, symbols and traces.44

But they did not really pay heed to the embodied aspects of sense and
meaning, highlighted by Cassirer, and thus mistook the impossibility of 
integrating all traces into one grid for a failure. The notion of embodied 
meaning forces us to adopt a more specific, physically as well as cultur-
ally situated, way of dealing with the caves and the paintings – what 
goes for the horses of Pech Merle is not necessarily valid for the panel
of lions in Grotte Chauvet. Each work has to be seen in its specificity, as 
a tool designed to do something specific in just this location, otherwise
we no doubt will miss important details and hints. But the work would
not be a tool if it was not also a part of a more general symbolic form,
involving practices and beliefs, techniques and intentions. Cassirer’s 
take on sense and symbols, as well as the work of experimental research-
ers, makes it possible to look at this tension between specificity and uni-
versality in, at least in cave art studies, a more or less unexplored way.

Outside again

I hope that I now have managed to show some of the topicality of both 
Cassirer and of cave art: Cassirer’s philosophy of technology and sym-
bolic forms is consonant with many important modes of contemporary 
thought – from the current interest in immanence and stratification to 
the latest advancements in cognitive science, passing through political 
science and political philosophy, the notions of embodiment and becom-
ing are central today, and in need of clarification and development. Both 
can be found in Cassirer’s works, once you start to read him as a con-
temporary – or, perhaps, as a doxological thinker avant la lettre – and note
only in order to establish his position in the canons of twentieth-century 
philosophy. And to end this cavernous chapter, the case of cave art stud-
ies may, I hope, serve as an example of how we may proceed in creating, 
in the guise of recreation, a symbolic form consonant with the specific 
epistemic needs of our current scientific and political situation, where
bodies have come to matter more and more, in every kind of sense.
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Notes

1. Since 2002 I have been developing an ‘other’, rhetorical take on epistemol-
ogy. I call this stance doxological in order to emphasize that all knowledge
is doxic knowledge, thus turning the seminal Platonic distinction between
doxa (beliefs, opinions) and episteme (objective, eternal knowledge) upside 
down. Protagoras dictum about man as the measure of all things is, perhaps,
the most poignant expression of a doxological position. Departing from the 
pivotal question ‘What would a Protagorean position imply for epistemology
today?’, I propose a critique of the purely discursive notion of knowledge, still
central in Anglo-Saxon epistemology, emphasizing the fact that our knowl-
edge is always embodied – in ourselves as biological beings; formulated and/or 
preserved in some language, institution or ritual; practised and upheld by one 
or many individuals, always in one historical moment or other and within 
the admittedly diffuse framework of an ever-changing but still specific social
situation. Doxology is not a relativism abandoning all claims to objectivity or
science – far from it – but an attempt, in the wake of the serious and fundamen-
tal criticisms of the late twentieth century, to readdress and reconsider how 
we can conceive of knowledge, science and objectivity today. Please also note
that I use the term ‘doxology’ in a completely non-theologian sense, as a des-
ignation for an epistemological stance, exploring not episteme, but doxa. See
Mats Rosengren, Doxologi: En essä om kunskap (Åstorp: Rhetor, 2002), in French
translation as, Doxologie: Essai sur la connassiance (Paris: Hermann, 2011).

2. For an historic overview of the different attempts at interpreting cave art, see, 
for example, David Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 2002), and Anati Emanuele, Aux Origines de L’art (Paris: Librairiet
Arthème Fayard, 2003).

3. That is – no tradition that we know anything of today. In the ‘youngest’ of the
caves where Paleolithic art-objects have been found known today – La Grotte
de Mas d’Azil – the most recent findings are about 10.000 years old (count-
ing backwards from 1950, the year of reference in when it comes to dating 
in archaeology), but to talk about either Mas d’Azil, Lascaux or any other 
painted cave as the origin of art, or even of Western art, is simply strange. As 
far as we know today there is no continuity or even connection between the
Paleolithic mural art and other purported origins of Western art, be it ancient
Egypt or ancient Greece. I think that we, in the case of art as elsewhere, have
to content ourselves with multiple origins, and with an ongoing creation.
(Cornelius Castoriadis has devoted many books to the problems of human 
creation, and what this capacity of ours entails – see, especially, Castoriadis, 
La Creation Humaine (Paris: Seuil, 2002).)

4. John Clegg, ‘Pictures and Pictures of ...’, in Paul Bahn and Andrée Rosenfeld 
(eds), Rock Art and Prehistory Papers Presented to Symposium G of the Aura
Congress, Darwin 1998 (Oxford: Oxbow Monograph 10, 1991), 109–10. Even 
though I find the comments on perception just quoted quite convincing, I do
not share Clegg’s general approach (that the problem is only one of vocabu-
lary) nor his conclusion (111) (that ‘there is a need for a convention to indi-
cate whether a term is in use as a name or label’) presented in his article.

5. Jean Louis Schefer, Questions d’art paléothique (Paris: POL, 1999). All transla-
tions are my own, unless otherwise indicated.
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 6. Ibid., 24. I have discussed the problems involved in using both the term 
and the concept ‘art’ in connection to the findings in the prehistoric caves 
in ‘The Cave of Doxa: Reflections on Artistic Research and on Cave Art’, in 
Art Monitor, 4 (Faculty of Fine, Applied and Performing Arts, Gothenburg r
University, 2008).

 7. Jean Clottes and David Lewis-Williams, Les chamanes de la préhistorie: Texte 
integral, polemique et réponses (Paris: La maison des roches, 2001), 45.

 8. Ibid., 45–6. 
 9. See my ‘On Creation, Cave Art and Perception: A Doxological Approach’, 

Thesis Eleven, 90:1 (2007), and also my Cave Openings: On Cave Art, Perception 
and Knowledge (forthcoming). 

10. One may even say that the discipline of cave art was constituted around 
this claim. This is how Eduard Harlé described the paintings in the Altamira 
cave, arguing, like almost everyone else in the scientific community at the 
time (early 1880s), that they were forgeries: ‘All trace of smoke coming from 
the fireplaces having disappeared, why then should the paintings remain? 
Since the light of day does not reach the emplacement of the pictures, and 
since their making must have taken a certain time, they could only have 
been made in an epoch when sophisticated artificial lighting could be pro-
vided. Moreover, the paint comes off easily, it covers several stalactites, and 
when examined proves to be the product of learned processes ... But above 
all, unlike the very realistic hind, the aurochs that the maker has taken the
trouble to paint do only partially represent the traits of this animal; therefore 
he has never seen them.’ Quoted after Marc Groenen, ‘Introduction’ and 
‘Presentation Générale’, in André Leroi-Gourhan, L’art parietal: Langage de la 
préhistorie (Grenoble: Editions Jérome Millon, 1992), 71. It is, of course, the 
very last sentence in this quote that I would like to highlight in this con-
nection, since I see it as a direct expression of the mimetic curse that I am 
talking about here. Harlé’s way of arguing against the authenticity of the 
paintings was accepted as valid up until 1901– but the idea that, in order to 
depict in a realistic way, the painter must have seen the object depicted ‘in 
real life’ still lingers in cave art studies.

11. Both are, in fact, versions of what Cornelius Castoriadis would call ‘the myth 
of being as determined’, and represent examples of the heteronomic way
of thinking that he so resents. For explorations of Castoriadis’ philosophy 
from this perspective, see my För en dödlig, som ni vet, är största faran säkerhet: 
Doxologiska essäer (Åstorp: Rhetor, 2006), and my ‘Radical Imagination and r
Symbolic Pregnance: A Castoriadis Cassirer Connection’, in Embodiment in 
Cognition and Culture, ed. Krois et al. (Amsterdam: John Benjamin, 2007). 

12. All that I have said this far is but a very thin and reductive description of a 
very complex scientific field and of a multilayered problematics – there is,
of course, a lot more to be said about the discipline of cave art, the history 
of the development of different interpretations and about the different aes-
thetic, practical, theoretical and scientific approaches to the caves and what 
is found in them. For an extensive overview, see Lewis-Williams, The Mind in 
the Cave. For a critical presentation, see my ‘On Creation’ and my ‘The Cave 
of Doxa’.

13. I have spelled out this platonic analogy in some detail in the first chapter of 
Cave Openings: On Cave Art, Perception and Knowledge.
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14. In my works on doxology, I have used the ideas of Ludwick Fleck to present
how such a constructivist and yet rigorous approach may be formulated, 
using Fleck’s concepts of ‘thought collective’, ‘thought style’ and ‘active and
passive connections’. As I see it, Cassirer’s notion of symbolic form incorpo-
rates and in some ways furthers Fleck’s approach. But this is not the place for 
developing this comparison. See my De symboliska formernas praktiker: Ernst 
Cassirers samtidiga tänkande (Göteborg: Art Monitor Essä, 2010). See also note
23, below.

15. Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, vol. 3: The Phenomenology 
of Knowledge, trans. Ralph Manheim (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1957), 202.

16. Allister Neher, ‘How Perspective could be a Symbolic Form’, The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 63:4 (2005), 360.

17. I have argued for the compatibility of Jacques Derrida’s notion of ‘iterabil-
ity’ and ‘quotability’ and Cassirer’s notion of ‘symbolic pregnance’, in my
‘Radical Imagination’.

18. At least not in explicitly Casserian terms, I should perhaps add. As we will
see below in the discussion of Lorblanchet’s experiment, at least one attempt
in this general direction has been made.

19. A terminological note: When I use the term ‘science’ in this general way,
I include the humanities as well as the social and natural sciences. This is
no doubt a bit odd for a native English speaker, but I want to insist on this
usage, as it makes a case for the epistemological equivalence of the different
branches of science. 

20. Cassirer, Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, vol. 3, 215.
21. Ibid., 215–16.
22. Ibid., 217.
23. The words ‘scientifically acceptable’ are crucial here. They indicate the doxo-

logical preconditions, formulated in terms of thought collective, thought 
style, active and passive connections and epistemic domain, for our produc-
tion of knowledge. See Rosengren, Doxologi.

24. As the text in question is included and discussed elsewhere in this volume,
resuming its main arguments seems a little presumptuous. Thus, I will only
highlight some passages that I find specially rewarding, considering my 
intentions in this essay.

25. See Ernst Cassirer’s ‘Form and Technology’, in this volume, 17.
26. Ibid., 17–18.
27. Ibid., 20.
28. The ‘argument through analogy’ is based on the idea that we can understand

the way of living and thinking during Paleolithic times by comparing with so 
called ‘primitive’ cultures living in more or less the same way as we think our
forbears did. For a critical discussion, see chapter 6 of my Cave Openings.

29. Cassirer, ‘Form and Technology’, 36.
30. I have already pointed out that there are major problems and conceptual 

difficulties involved in talking about what we find in the caves as art. For an 
extensive discussion, see Rosengren, ‘The Cave of Doxa’.

31. Cassirer, ‘Form and Technology’, 38.
32. I do not think that the difference between contemporary artistic and techni-

cal creation and beauty that Cassirer discusses at length towards the end of 



232 Cave Art as Symbolic Form

his text, a discussion that in itself would merit a careful and subtle analysis, 
invalidates my argument concerning cave art as a tool – cave art being, after 
all, one of mankind’s very first symbolic formations, preceding the distinc-
tion of techne and physis by some 35,000 years.

33. I have discussed the shamanist theory at some length in ‘The Cave of Doxa’. 
For Lorblanchet’s own development, see especially Lorblanchet’s own 
article ‘Rencontres avec le chamanisme’, in Michel Lorblanchet, Jean-Loïc
Le Quellec, Paul Bahn, and Henri-Paul Francfort (eds), Chamanisme et Arts
Préhistoriques: Vision Critique (Paris: Errance, 2006).

34. As I hope will become clear, the value of experimentation does not lie in
a purported recreation of original intentions, nor in a creation of a more
true (whatever that would mean in this context) historical meaning: no, its 
value and potential lies in the way experimentation allows us to affirm the 
connectedness of mind and body in the process of sense-making today – as, 
for example, when establishing scientifically tenable hypotheses about the 
different possible senses of cave art.

35. The full story is presented in Michel Lorblanchet, Les grottes ornées de la 
Préhistoire: Nouveaux regards (Paris: Errance, 1995), 209–23 and partly upda-
ted in Lorblanchet et al., Chamanisme et Arts Préhistoriques.

36. Lorblanchet has a long argument concerning the eventual effects of toxic-
ity of the managnese oxide, a constituent of the original dyes, in his 1995 
book. This argument is developed into an outright critique of the shaman-
ist thesis in Lorblanchet, ‘Recontres avec le chamanisme’ – but I leave this
debate aside, since it is of no direct interest for our main concerns here. The 
locus classicus for a presentation and arguments for the shamanist theory is 
Clottes and Lewis-Williams, Les chamanes de la préhistorie.

37. See Lorblanchet et al., Chamanisme et Arts Préhistoriques, 107.
38. Lorblanchet, Les grottes ornées, 210–16.
39. It seems quite probable that not all art in the caves served the same pur-

pose – for example, big paintings in accessible areas (such as the big hall in 
Lascaux) were probably intended to be seen by more people than just the 
painters, and were perhaps also used in rituals of one kind or another; other 
paintings and engravings are obviously hidden in the most remote and hard-
to-get-to parts of the caves, indicating another usage and significance.

40. Lorblanchet, Les grottes ornées, 222.
41. Ibid., 223.
42. A recent example is Gregory Curtis, The Cave Painters: Probing the Mysteries of 

the World’s First Artists (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006).
43. Cassirer, ‘Form and Technology’, 20.
44. See, for example, Annette Laming-Emperaire, La Signification de l’Art Rupestre 

Paléolotique (Paris: Editions A. et J. Picard, 1962) and Leroi-Gourhan, L’art 
pariétal.



11
Failures of Convergence
Dennis M. Weiss

I

Ernst Cassirer opens his 1944 An Essay of Man arguing that while self-
knowledge is the highest aim of philosophical enquiry, today man’s 
knowledge of himself is in crisis. Cassirer points out that no former
age was ever in such a favourable position with regard to the sources
of our knowledge of human nature. As he notes: ‘Psychology, ethnol-
ogy, anthropology, and history have amassed an astoundingly rich 
and constantly increasing body of facts. Our technical instruments for
observation and experimentation have been immensely improved, and 
our analyses have become sharper and more penetrating.’1 And yet,
Cassirer argues, we have no method for the mastery and organization 
of this material. We have a mass of disconnected and disintegrated
data which seem to lack all conceptual unity. The anarchy of thought, 
Cassirer notes, leaves us without a frame of reference or general orienta-
tion and our wealth of knowledge threatens to become little more than
a mass of disconnected and disintegrated data. This, Cassirer notes, is a 
danger, a theoretical as well as a practical problem. As he writes: ‘That 
this antagonism of ideas is not merely a grave theoretical problem but
an imminent threat to the whole extent of our ethical and cultural life
admits of no doubt.’2 And on this point he cites Max Scheler who notes 
that ‘in no other period of human knowledge has man ever become
more problematic to himself than in our own days’.3 Cassirer’s later
work, including An Essay on Man, The Myth of the State and many of 
the essays collected in Symbol, Myth, and Culture, is particularly imbued 
with an awareness of ‘menacing danger’,4 as he refers to it in the essay 
‘The Concept of Philosophy as a Philosophical Problem’, and the slow
disintegration and the sudden collapse of social and political life in
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the last decades,5 as he puts it in the essay ‘Judaism and the Modern 
Political Myths’, written in 1944, the same year as the publication of An
Essay on Man. Cassirer worries that modern philosophical thought has 
become increasingly pessimistic and fatalistic and that philosophy has
abrogated its ethical responsibility to speak to these theoretical as well
as practical crises.

Cassirer’s reference in An Essay on Man to Max Scheler is particularly
noteworthy in this context as Scheler’s 1928 work Man’s Place in Nature,
from which Cassirer quotes, is widely regarded as the work initiating
the German tradition of philosophical anthropology. For both Scheler
and Cassirer, the way out of this crisis is a renewal of anthropological 
thought and, indeed, within the tradition of philosophical  anthropology,
Cassirer’s notion of a crisis in self-knowledge and the need to situate 
that crisis within anthropological thought was quite common. Similar
sentiments can be found in the philosophical anthropologies of Arnold
Gehlen, Helmuth Plessner and Michael Landmann. In Man: His Nature
and Place in the World, Gehlen observed that ‘Man is a being whose very 
existence poses problems for which no ready solutions are provided.’6

And Michael Landmann had this to say in Philosophical Anthropology;
‘Man has become problematic as never before; he no longer knows what
he is, and he knows that he does not know it.’7 In his 1954 book The
Social Self, Professor of Philosophy Paul Pfuetze eloquently gave voice ff
to this sentiment, which he found widespread in twentieth-century 
culture. ‘There is’, he writes:

a crisis and revolution in modern culture and in man’s knowledge of 
himself which has occasioned a revival of interest in anthropology
both in philosophical and in theological circles. Modern man has
become a problem to himself, and all over the world men are inquir-
ing with fresh zeal into the nature of man. What is man? What
is the meaning of human existence? In the confusion of voices, a
deep disquietude has fallen upon the human race. On all sides one
finds moral disaster, political confusion, spiritual discontent, mental 
breakdown, and a growing suspicion, now amounting to a certainty, 
that during the last few centuries man has so far misinterpreted his
own nature as to make tragic and catastrophic use of his powers and
technics.8

There is, Pfuetze notes, the growing suspicion that until now we have got
things wrong, misinterpreted our nature as human beings. And this misin-
terpretation is, at least in part, responsible for the tragic and catastrophic
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misuse of our powers and technology. In ‘Form and Technology’, 
Cassirer as well references this awareness of our misuse of our pow-
ers and technology. He raises concerns over technology’s breadth and 
growing power,9 its subjugation of modern culture, and its role in sever-
ing the human being from organic life. He quotes philosopher Ludwig
Klages’ observation that the human being is possessed by technology, a 
vampiric and soul-destroying power10 and worries over the grave inner
damages of a technological culture which throw the human being 
into a ‘never-ending vertigo’.11 Evident in ‘Form and Technology’ is
the debate, already extensive by 1930, over the impact of the primacy
of modern technology – whether it should be blessed or cursed and 
whether it is a source or symptom of the crisis facing culture.

In light of this crisis of self-knowledge, Cassirer and these other 
figures turned to philosophical anthropology as a path out of the
crisis. Each raises the anthropological question: what am I that I am
a human being? Pfuetze speaks of the fresh zeal with which scholars
were turning to the question of the nature of the human being, a zeal 
that brings with it a renewed hope that a new form of anthropological
thought may rescue us from moral disaster, political confusion, spir-
itual discontent and mental breakdown. Beneath the sense of crisis
and catastrophe, then, lies the hope that if we can properly answer this 
question, if we can approach the anthropological question without 
misinterpretation, then perhaps we might avoid these mistakes, or at 
least go some way towards correcting them. For Cassirer too, as we shall
see, the ‘clue of Ariadne’ which will lead us out of this labyrinth lies in
a fresh approach to the anthropological question and a recognition of 
man’s symbolic nature.

Fast forward some 50 years, though, and it is precisely the anthro-
pological question, Cassirer’s question regarding self-knowledge, that
is rendered problematic by the advance of our powers and technology, 
for those very powers and technologies are now being turned back on 
the human being. Developments in genetic engineering, biotechnol-
ogy, neuro-pharmacology, robotics and prosthetics raise the spectre 
that the human being itself may be refashioned and re-engineered.
Indeed, in setting out to describe our current situation, it is clear that
there is a widespread presumption that humanity may be at a turning
point. Issuing from a variety of perspectives and motivated by a cross-
section of theoretical concerns, comes the claim that, especially owing
to technological developments, human beings are on the cusp of pro-
found change. For instance, Susan Squier, Brill Professor of Women’s 
Studies and English at Pennsylvania State University, notes in Liminal



236 Failures of Convergence

Lives that biomedicine and biotechnology are reshaping our ways
of conceiving, being born, growing, aging and dying, changing the
expected shape and span of human life. ‘The foundational categories
of human life have become subject to sweeping renegotiation under
the impact of contemporary biomedicine and biotechnology.’12 Duke 
University Professor of Literature Katherine Hayles agrees, suggesting
that ‘technology has progressed to the point where it has the capability
of fundamentally transforming the conditions of human life’.13 In his
recent essay ‘Icarus 2.0’, historian Michael Bess argues that we are in the
early stages of an ‘epochal shift’ that will prove as momentous as such
great transformations as the transition from hunting and gathering to
settled agriculture and the substitution of steam power for human and
animal energy. We are, he suggests, at a turning point that will shake 
ethical and social foundations, as we apply the technologies of human
enhancement (which he identifies as pharmaceuticals, prosthetics/
informatics and genetics) to the reinvention of our own physical and 
mental capabilities. ‘Though advances in each of these three domains
are generally distinct from those in the other two, their collective
impact on human bodies and minds has already begun to manifest
itself, raising profound questions about what it means to be human.’14

And like Cassirer, some 50 years earlier, Bess’s essay often refers to these
developments as destabilizing, dramatic and disorienting, emphasiz-
ing the sense of crisis that attends the birth of the post-human. Today, 
though, that crisis extends to the very question Cassirer posed in his
Essay on Man: ‘What is man?’ What is man when his nature can be
re-engineered through the technologies of human enhancement?

While Bess focuses primarily on biotechnology, others look more 
broadly at a host of technologies that are converging to radically alter 
human nature. In Radical Evolution: The Promise and Peril of Enhancing 
Our Minds, Our Bodies – and What It Means to Be Human, Joel Garreau,
an American journalist and author, focuses on ‘the future of human 
nature’ and explores the ‘biggest change in tens of thousands of years
in what it means to be human’.15 Garreau’s discussion focuses on robot-
ics, information science, nanotechnology and genetics, which he refers
to as the GRIN technologies, and ponders the questions ‘will human
nature itself change? Will we soon pass some point where we are so 
altered by our imaginations and inventions as to be unrecognizable to
Shakespeare or the writers of the ancient Greek plays?’16 It is this fear 
that is the focus of Bill Joy’s essay ‘Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us.’ 
Joy, co-founder and chief scientist of Sun Microsystems, has been hav-
ing second thoughts about the computer revolution and in his essay
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explores how it is that ‘our most powerful 21st-century technologies –
robotics, genetic engineering, and nanotech – are threatening to make 
humans an endangered species’.17

Joy was responding in part to the growing interest in the Singularity,
the notion of rapidly accelerating technological change first popularized 
by Vernor Vinge and most recently the focus of inventor and futurist 
Raymond Kurzweil’s book The Singularity is Near: When Humans Transcend 
Biology. In his earlier book, The Age of Spiritual Machines, Kurzweil argued
that ‘the primary political and philosophical issue of the next century 
will be the definition of who we are’.18 In The Singularity is Near, Kurzweilr
points to a different kind of turning point and argues that the pace of 
accelerating change in technology will lead in the not-too-distant future 
to what Garreau refers to as an imminent and cataclysmic upheaval in
human affairs19 and what Kurzweil suggests will be a rupturing of the
fabric of human history.20 As Kurzweil notes:

What, then, is the Singularity? It’s a future period during which the
pace of technological change will be so rapid, its impact so deep,
that human life will be irreversibly transformed. Although neither
utopian nor dystopian, this epoch will transform the concepts that
we rely on to give meaning to our lives, from our business models to
the cycle of human life, including death itself.21

Kurzweil predicts that the Singularity will occur in 2045,22 just a short
100 years following the publication of Cassirer’s 1944 An Essay on Man
and his reflections on our crisis of self-knowledge. Far from Cassirer’s 
sense of crisis, however, Kurzweil hypothesizes that these technological 
developments will bring a period of limitless opportunity and advance-
ment. While he recognizes that genetics, nanotechnology, robotics and 
AI bring with them deeply intertwined benefits and dangers, he argues
that in the end, ‘it is only technology … that will offer the leverage 
needed to overcome problems that human civilization has struggled
with for many generations’.23 Do developments in the technologies of 
genetics, nanotechnology, robotics and AI point to a way out of the 
theoretical and practical crises noted by Cassirer, Scheler, Pfuetze and 
others? Or will they only serve to deepen our crisis of self-knowledge
as we confront anew our powers and technology, now focused more
specifically on the human being? Recent proposals emphasizing the
convergence of technologies on the improvement of human perform-
ance promise a way of out of this dilemma and it is to those proposals 
that I turn in the next section.
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II

In the USA, ‘converging technologies’ refers to the synergistic conver-
gence of nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technology and 
the cognitive sciences, commonly jointly referred to as NBIC technolo-
gies. For several years now, the motivating force behind discussions of 
converging technology in the USA has come from Mihail Roco and
William Sims Bainbridge. Roco is chair of the US National Science and
Technology Council subcommittee on Nanoscale Science, Engineering 
and Technology (NSET), and Senior Advisor for Nanotechnology at 
the National Science Foundation. Bainbridge, a professor of sociol-
ogy, currently serves as Co-Director of Human-Centered Computing
at the National Science Foundation. They have organized a series of 
workshops and conferences on converging technologies and published
proceedings from the first four workshops.24

Following a quick perusal of the published proceedings from the con-
verging technologies workshops, one might be forgiven for thinking it
a mistake to turn to a discussion of NBIC convergence in the midst of 
a discussion of crisis, epochal change and transformative enhancement 
technologies. The synergistic convergence of nanotechnology, biotech-
nology, information technology and the cognitive sciences would seem 
to have little to do with the broad, almost metaphysical discussions of 
the future of humanity initiated in the previous section. Certainly there
is some truth to this sentiment, and much in these reports is devoted
precisely to scientific and technical discussions meant to foster ongoing
efforts of convergence among scientists, researchers and engineers. And
yet these reports are not limited to these matters in the least and in this
section I will spell out some of their more radical elements connect-
ing them to the concerns addressed in the previous section, focusing
especially on Roco and Bainbridge’s overview of NBIC convergence and 
their vision for converging technologies.

As we have seen, extending from Cassirer’s 1930 essay ‘Form and 
Technology’ through his later work, especially An Essay on Man and 
The Myth of the State, is an awareness of a sense of crisis confronting the 
human being, a crisis brought on by, among other forces, the develop-
ment of modern technology. A similar awareness is evident in Roco 
and Bainbridge’s overview of NBIC convergence. And like Cassirer, this
crisis has both a theoretical and a practical dimension. On the theo-
retical side, Roco and Bainbridge situate their discussion of converging 
technologies in a context that calls to mind Cassirer’s own reflections
on the fragmentation of knowledge. Like Cassirer, they are preoccupied
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with the fragmentation and specialization of human knowledge and
the question of forging a general orientation, a frame of reference. They
bemoan the specialization that has splintered the arts and engineering
and worry that no one can master more than a tiny fragment of human 
creativity. In several passages that call to mind Cassirer’s own interest
in the Renaissance, Roco and Bainbridge suggest we need to return to a 
more holistic perspective and rekindle the spirit of the Renaissance. As
they write in their overview to the report:

The evolution of a hierarchical architecture for integrating natural and
human sciences across many scales, dimensions, and data modalities
will be required. Half a millennium ago, Renaissance artist-engineers
like Leonardo da Vinci, Filippo Brunelleschi, and Benvenuto Cellini 
were masters of several fields simultaneously. Today, however, spe-
cialization has splintered the arts and  engineering, and no one can 
master more than a tiny fragment of human creativity.25

Repeatedly, as well, the authors reference the holistic quality of the 
Renaissance as its hallmark: all fields of art, engineering, science and
culture shared the same exciting spirit and many of the same intel-
lectual principles.26 With the development of science, that holism gave 
way to specialization and intellectual fragmentation, but Roco and 
Bainbridge argue that NBIC convergence will point the way to a new 
holistic spirit and a deeper level of unity based on the unity of nature. 

Furthermore, Roco and Bainbridge, again in a move again suggestive 
of parallels to Cassirer, seem to intuit that this task is more than simply a 
theoretical need. We are, they write, ‘caught in the grip of social, political, 
and economic conflicts, the world hovers between optimism and pessi-
mism’.27 And again they argue that NBIC convergence promises us relief,
in part by providing the means to enhance human mental, physical and 
social abilities.28 Bainbridge returns to this theme of crisis in a later essay 
on converging technologies, arguing that civilization is in such grave
danger that we must seek a fresh foundation for our culture and institu-
tions.29 Bainbridge foresees a crisis brought on by an impending demo-
graphic catastrophe due to the collapse of fertility, the disintegration of 
families and social bonds in an aging global population, and the contin-
ued conflict between secular and religious societies. This crisis points to
two possible futures for humanity. The first is a ‘ radical retrenchment
that leads to a world fragmented among competing  religious funda-
mentalisms’.30 The second is made possible by converging technologies:
‘A transcendence of the traditional human  condition – made possible by 
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the unification of all sciences and technologies, establishing a dynamic
new creed to replace religion. This would open new worlds for human-
ity, not only in outer space, but also in the transformation of our own
nature.’31 NBIC convergence, then, becomes a new creed to replace reli-
gion, and provides the way forward that allows us to address the theoreti-
cal and practical crises facing the human being.

On the surface, we can see several intriguing similarities between
Cassirer and Roco and Bainbridge, including an awareness of a sense of 
crisis, an understanding of the fragmentation of knowledge, the need
for a fresh examination of our situation, and a call for holism and the 
unity of knowledge. But where Cassirer suggests that technology is
implicated in this crisis and that what is needed is a fresh approach
to the anthropological question, Roco and Bainbridge suggest that
NBIC technologies offer a way out of this crisis, especially if they can 
converge on the improvement of human performance. Indeed, con-
verging technologies and improving human performance provide the
framework in which to address the various crises Roco and Bainbridge
reference. Where Cassirer turned to a philosophical anthropology, Roco 
and Bainbridge turn to science and technology, especially nanotechnol-
ogy, and a vision of convergence that begins with the material unity of 
all matter at the nano-scale. It is the convergence of the sciences that
initiate the new renaissance and that convergence is based on material
unity at the nano-scale and on technology integration from that scale.
Roco and Bainbridge understand the natural world, human society and
scientific research as ‘closely coupled complex, hierarchical systems’.32

They argue that we need to develop a hierarchical architecture for inte-
grating the sciences beginning with physics as a base and moving up
through chemistry and biology to psychology and economics.33 They 
suggest we should not be concerned with the charge of reductionism
and that all the sciences can progress through convergence: ‘A trend
towards unifying knowledge by combining natural sciences, social sci-
ences, and humanities using cause-and-effect explanation has already
begun and it should be reflected in the coherence of science and engi-
neering trends and in the integration of R&D funding programs.’34

Roco and Bainbridge’s framework for convergence, then, is predicated
on the material unity of nature, a hierarchical model of the disciplines
founded on nanoscience, a holistic approach based on reductionistic 
and cause-and-effect models, all geared towards the improvement of 
human performance. More broadly, converging technologies serve as 
a model for other forms of convergence. Indeed, these authors suggest 
explicitly that we might once again achieve a golden age, a turning 



Dennis M. Weiss 241

point, where ‘technological convergence could become the framework 
for human convergence’.35

It is clear, too, that Roco and Bainbridge’s proposal for NBIC conver-
gence has profound implications for how we understand the human 
being. Indeed, the broad scope and implications of converging technolo-
gies are immediately suggested by the titles of the various reports edited
by Roco and Bainbridge, including Societal Implications of Nanoscience and 
Nanotechnology, Converging Technologies for Improving Human Performance, 
Converging Technologies in Society, The Coevolution of Human Potential and 
Converging Technologies. The broad sweep of these reports is also indi-
cated by the regular references to the ‘immense individual, societal, and
historical implications for human development’36 and to the future of 
humanity, a future in which ‘science and technology will increasingly 
dominate the world’.37 Social progress, more than simply technologi-
cal progress, is imagined to follow from the converging technologies.
Bainbridge’s ‘Survey of NBIC Applications’, included as an appendix 
to the report Managing Nano-Bio-info-Cogno Innovations: Converging 
Technologies in Society, tabulates 76 predicted applications of converging 
technologies, and includes, among other items, improvements to the 
human body, making it more durable, healthier, more energetic, easier
to repair and more resistant to biological threats and aging; eradicating 
handicaps that have plagued the lives of millions of people; sociable 
technology that will enhance human emotional as well as cognitive
performance, giving us more satisfactory relationships not only with
our machines but also with each other;38 devices connected directly 
to the nervous system that will significantly enhance human sensory, 
motor and cognitive performance.39 These efforts at improving human
performance are justified in light of the crises we face, crises motivated
in part by the very technologies we are being encouraged to embrace.

Roco and Bainbridge suggest that the way out of the dilemma posed
in the previous section is to embrace technology, improve the human
being and transform society so that we are better able to meet the crises
with which we are confronted. Their overview of NBIC convergence
itself often converges on the utopian in this respect:

The twenty-first century could end in world peace, universal prosper-
ity, and evolution to a higher level of compassion and accomplish-
ment. It is hard to find the right metaphor to see a century into the 
future, but it may be that humanity would become like a single, 
distributed and interconnected ‘brain’ based in new core pathways
of society. This will be an enhancement to the productivity and
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independence of individuals, giving them greater opportunities to
achieve personal goals.40

Roco suggests that humanity will bond via this interconnected virtual
brain of the Earth’s communities as we search for intellectual compre-
hension and conquest of nature.41 In ‘Converging Technologies and
Human Destiny’ Bainbridge suggests that NBIC convergence will not
only bring together science and technology but will also unite ‘untradi-
tional conceptions of reality with marvelously useful applications that
cannot be ignored … Once we use the technology to transform ourselves, 
then the technology becomes more salient for our hopes and beliefs than
any ancient myth could be.’42 Here too Bainbridge resorts to metaphor:

Humanity is crossing an abyss on a tightrope. Behind us is the old
world of religious faith that compensated wretched but fertile people
for the misery in their lives. On the other side, if we can only reach 
it, is a new land where we no longer have to live by illusions, where 
wisdom and procreation are compatible, where truth and life are
one. Nietzsche warned that as we make this perilous crossing, we
must not look down.43

Converging technologies, Bainbridge suggests, may be that tightrope
that can carry us to the other side.44 Where once Cassirer urged a turn to 
philosophy of culture and a philosophical anthropology as a response to
our crisis in self-knowledge, for Roco and Bainbridge that crisis calls for
a focus on technology. Converging technologies, they suggest, provide 
a framework for reappropriating the holistic spirit of the Renaissance. 
A model for human convergence, NBIC technologies are the tightrope
that will carry us beyond illusion and faith, to a world of enhanced 
human performance. What are we to make of this proposal? Does NBIC
convergence provide a framework in which to address the dilemma of 
technology’s impact on the human being? In order to assess this vision 
of converging technologies I would like to return once more to Cassirer
and indicate his efforts at addressing this crisis and what elements we
might find in it to critique Roco and Bainbridge’s proposal. It is to that
task that I turn in the next section.

III

In the midst of this very future-oriented, some might say utopian, dis-
cussion of the powers of nano-bio-info-cogno, turning back to Cassirer’s 
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An Essay on Man as well as to an essay on technology written some 80 
years ago might seem rather perverse. And yet, as we have seen, there
are some interesting similarities, one might say convergences, between
Cassirer’s project in An Essay on Man and the project of NBIC conver-
gence as suggested by Roco and Bainbridge. These similarities include
a concern over crisis, the fragmentation of knowledge, the perceived 
need to bring some unity and cohesion to this fragmentation, inspira-
tion derived from the Renaissance, and an interest in the human being
as key to this ‘convergence’. But here the similarities end and more
interesting are the divergences between Cassirer and the proposed
model of NBIC convergence. I maintain that in the search for a gen-
eral orientation in which to address our sense of crisis, in discussions
of converging technologies, changing societies and improving human
performance, NBIC convergence, predicated on a unified understanding
of the physical world from the nano-scale to the planetary scale, will
prove inadequate to the task and is deeply problematic. More promis-
ing, I contend, is an alternative framework derived from a rich and 
multifaceted understanding of the human condition such as found in
Cassirer’s account of the ‘animal symbolicum’. In order to support this
claim, in this section I develop some of the main features of Cassirer’s
approach to philosophy of culture and philosophical anthropology,
including his thoughts on technology.

An Essay on Man suggests that to face squarely man’s crisis in self-
knowledge we must arrive at a theory of man. But in order to develop 
a satisfactory account of the human being we need to understand the
human being’s particular milieu, culture, and in order to come to grips
with human culture, we must engage in a study of the elements of 
culture, the symbolic forms. Our crisis in self-knowledge, then, impels
Cassirer down a path wherein he must confront the multiplicity of 
symbolic forms: myth and religion, language, art, history, science and,
importantly, technology. While Cassirer’s philosophical anthropology, 
philosophy of culture and philosophy of symbolic forms are complex,
multifaceted and spelled out over his lifetime, permit me to identify five
key elements of which we should take particular note that are relevant
to our discussion and which suggest Cassirer’s unique position in the
debate over technology and human enhancement.

First, Cassirer very explicitly situates the human being and culture
in the organic realm. The work of the biologist Jakob von Uexküll and
his account of the outward life and inward life of animals provides the
backdrop to much of Cassirer’s philosophical anthropology. Uexküll’s
study of animal form provides a way of avoiding the dualism of 
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biology/culture life/spirit that Cassirer thought doomed previous philo-
sophical anthropologies. As he puts it: ‘A philosophical anthropology
has to conform to the maxim of Spinoza that man is not to be regarded
as a “state in the state.” He is only a single link in the general chain
of evolution. Cultural life is always bound up with the conditions of 
organic life.’45 We must begin with the human being situated in his 
physical environment. The human being cannot live without con-
stantly adapting himself to the conditions of the surrounding world.46

Culture, the symbolic forms, do not represent the alienation of the
human being from nature or an organic realm. Rather, the symbolic
forms are the very conditions of human life.47 And yet, while appro-
priating Uexküll’s scheme, Cassirer argues that in the case of human
beings, the functional circle between outward and inward life includes
a new element, the symbol. Man, Cassirer observes, no longer lives
in a merely physical universe but in a symbolic universe.48 It is this
qualitative change in human life that precludes Cassirer in ‘Form and
Technology’ from judging technology according to a standard drawn 
from mere organic life.49

Second, the distinguishing feature of the human being is not some
new feature or property, not some metaphysical essence. The human
being’s distinctiveness is his work. ‘Man’s outstanding characteristic,’
Cassirer writes:

his distinguishing mark, is not his metaphysical or physical nature – 
but his work. It is this work, it is the system of human activities,
which defines and determines the circle of ‘humanity’. Language,
myth, religion, art, science, history are the constituents, the various
sectors of this circle. A ‘philosophy of man’ would therefore be a phi-
losophy which would give us insight into the fundamental structure
of each of these human activities, and which at the same time would
enable us to understand them as an organic whole.50

In focusing on this functional capacity of the human being, Cassirer
avoids identifying human nature with some timeless metaphysical
essence or substance.

Third, Cassirer insists on the diversity of the symbolic forms. His
philosophy of symbolic forms represents a decisive break with the neo-
Kantian tradition with which he is generally associated in recognizing
that science was not the only manner in which human beings attempt
to understand the world. Kant’s Copernican revolution had to be 
extended to cover every principle by which human beings give form to
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the cultural world. In addition to investigating the function of cogni-
tion, then, we must also seek to understand the function of linguistic
thinking, of mythical and religious thinking, artistic thinking. Each of 
these constitutes a symbolic form entirely independent of science with 
its own categories and concepts. Each is a particular way of seeing with
its own measure and criterion of truth and meaning. As Cassirer notes:
‘None of these forms can simply be reduced to, or derived from, the
others; each of them designates a particular approach in which and 
through which it constitutes its own aspect of “reality”.’51 In regard to
myth, for example, Cassirer is clear that while science aims at obliterat-
ing every trace of the mythic view, science cannot completely suppress 
myth. As he notes:

In the new light of science mythical perception has to fade away. But
that does not mean that the data of our physiognomic experience as
such are destroyed and annihilated. They have lost all objective or
cosmological value, but their anthropological value persists. In our
human world we cannot deny them and we cannot miss them; they
maintain their place and their significance.52

The structure of An Essay on Man itself reflects Cassirer’s commitment 
to the integrity and importance of each of the symbolic forms, with
separate chapters on myth and religion, language, art, history and sci-
ence. His goal in each of these chapters is similar to the goal he sets for
himself in ‘Form and Technology’, to gain insight into the inherent, 
immanent law governing each form. Doing so establishes the heteroge-
neity of the forms of human culture.

Fourth, Cassirer situates his analysis of technology in the context
of his philosophy of symbolic forms and in such a way that it would 
be inappropriate to conclude that technology represents the aliena-
tion of either culture or our nature as symbolic animals. In ‘Form and
Technology’, it is clear that Cassirer wants to avoid overly quick and 
simplistic analyses of technology in terms of a blanket condemnation 
or praise of its effects or objects. ‘We may bless technology or curse it,
we may admire it as one of the greatest possessions of the age or lament
its necessity and depravity – in judgments such as these, a measure is
applied to it that does not originate from it.’53 Philosophy’s task is to 
enquire into the possibility of technology as a symbolic form, examin-
ing the form, meaning and essence of technology. And in this context,
Cassirer draws very close parallels between technology and language 
as symbolic forms, emphasizing ‘the affinity and internal connections
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that exist between technology and the pure form and principle of 
other basic powers of culture’.54 Indeed, technology and language both 
emerge out of the magical-mythical worldview and represent two sides
of the human essence. The human being is both a rational being and 
a tool-forming being. Both have their origins in the magical-mythical 
worldview, but where this worldview is defined by the immediacy of 
desire and subjective feelings of the wills, technology is defined by will
and the growth in objectivity: ‘in place of merely libidinous desire, there
first emerges a genuine, conscious wilfull relationship’.55 Language and 
tool use constitute a turning point for the human being, opening up a
world of symbolic meaning.

Cassirer argues that we witness in technology a ‘type of mediacy 
that belongs to the essence of thought’.56 ‘In its pure logical form, all
thought is mediated. It is directed to the discovery and extraction of a 
mediating structure, which joins the opening sentence and the ending
sentence of a communicative chain. The tool fulfils the same function, 
represented here in the logical sphere, in the objective sphere of physi-
cal objects.’57 Language and tool use begin the human being on a slow
and gradual process of growth – a progressive increase or strengthening
of his self-consciousness. As Cassirer significantly notes, ‘A new world-
attitude and a new world-mood now announce themselves over and
against the mythical-religious worldview. The human being now stands
at that great turning point in his destiny and self-knowledge that Greek 
myth embodied in Prometheus.’58 As we saw earlier in the first section
of this essay, theorists such as Hayles and Bess suggest that with the 
development of new technologies we are witnessing a turning point in 
human life. For Cassirer, it is perhaps more correct to suggest that what
makes possible the twenty-first-century references to a turning point
lies far earlier in our history and with the development of the symbolic 
forms. The transition to the first tool, Cassirer suggests in ‘Form and
Technology’, contains the turning point in knowledge, and that turning
point comes in the opening up of the world of forms and culture and
the break with the magical-mythic past, not in the particular develop-
ments of technology.

Cassirer’s analysis of technology as a symbolic form precludes him 
from embracing the philosopher Ludwig Klages’ account of technol-
ogy as the alienation of human beings from their own essence. In fact,
contrary to Klages’ view, Cassirer, following philosopher of technology
Ernst Kapp’s suggestion, points out that knowledge of the ‘I’ is itself tied 
to the form of technical doing.59 Agreeing with Kapp’s basic perspective 
and insight, Cassirer notes: ‘technological efficacy, when outwardly 
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directed, likewise always exhibits a self-revelation and, through this,
a means of self-knowledge’.60 Cassirer emphasizes the conclusion that
follows from this insight: ‘with this first enjoyment of the fruit from the
tree of knowledge the human being has cast himself out forever from
the paradise of pure organic existence and life’.61 Even when turning
to modern, advanced technology, Cassirer continues to insist on the 
parallels between language and technology and draws the resulting
inference that if we damn technology we must logically include in this
condemnation ‘the totality of culture’.y 62 Cassirer makes a similar point
in An Essay on Man, rejecting Rousseau’s claim that it is a deterioration 
of human nature to exceed the boundaries of organic life: ‘Yet there
is no remedy against this reversal of the natural order. Man cannot 
escape from his own achievement. He cannot but adopt the conditions
of his own life. No longer in a merely physical universe, man lives in
a symbolic universe.’63 Throughout his philosophical career, Cassirer
remained critical of life philosophy with its emphasis on organicism
and the immediacy of life and he rejected any blanket condemnation
of culture according to some organic standard. This is not to suggest,
though, that Cassirer was not critical of modern technology. But in
order to grasp his critique of modern technology, I need to address a
fifth and final element of his account of symbolic forms, their unity in
terms of a common end. 

A fifth important point we must make is to note that, for Cassirer, 
the diversity of symbolic forms does not preclude their unity. In his 
account of the symbolic forms, Cassirer emphasizes the perpetual 
strife of diverse conflicting forms. Philosophy, he cautions, cannot 
‘overlook the tensions and frictions, the strong contrasts and deep 
conflicts between the various powers of man’.64 Each is a different 
step made by the human being in its reflective interpretation of 
life, an activity in which the human being attempts to make reality 
coherent, understandable and intelligible. And yet this multiplicity of 
forms does not, Cassirer says, denote discord or disharmony and it is
precisely the task of philosophy to understand the system of culture 
as an organic whole. Philosophy begins with the hypothesis that 
the heterogeneous activities of human culture can be brought into a 
common focus.65 But while Cassirer recognizes what we might think 
of as a kind of convergence among the symbolic forms, it is not a 
convergence that can be located in either nature or the metaphysical 
essence of the human being.66 Nor can the diverse and heterogeneous
forms of human culture simply be reduced to one form or placed into 
a fixed hierarchy.
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The question of the unity of the symbolic forms is, in fact, central
to Cassirer’s understanding of the crisis of culture. ‘Unless we succeed
in finding a clue of Ariadne … we can have no real insight into the
general character of human culture; we shall remain lost in a mass of 
disconnected and disintegrated data which seem to lack all conceptual
unity.’67 As he makes this point in ‘Form and Technology’: ‘It belongs 
to the essential task of philosophy to penetrate into this human law-
giving, to gauge its unity and internal differences, its universality and
differentiation.’68 The various and conflicting symbolic forms are a
coexistence of contraries held together in a dynamic and functional
unity by a conformity in their fundamental task,69 which Cassirer iden-
tifies in the final paragraph of An Essay on Man as the task of freedom:
‘Human culture taken as a whole may be described as the process of 
man’s progressive self-liberation. Language, art, religion, science are the 
various phases in this process. In all of them man discovers and proves
a new power – the power to build up a world of his own, an “ideal”
world.’70 In both ‘Form and Technology’ and An Essay on Man Cassirer
emphasizes how the world of culture, the symbolic forms, opens up
to the human being a realm of freedom. In ‘Form and Technology’ 
Cassirer suggests that with the development of tools the human being
is ‘expelled onto a limitless path of creative work’.71 Similarly, in some
of the most evocative paragraphs of An Essay on Man, Cassirer describes 
how Helen Keller’s grasp of the principle of symbolism is a magic key 
giving her access to the world of human culture. ‘A new horizon is
opened up, and henceforth the child will roam in this incomparably
wider and freer area.’72 We might say then that the symbolic forms
converge on this task of freedom. It’s clear, though, that this task is an
ongoing one. There’s a ceaseless struggle among the forms of human 
culture and we human beings have the task of bringing some equipoise
to the centrifugal forces of human activity, in which especially the
mythical elements are controlled by the constructive powers of logical
and scientific thought, ethical forces and the creative energies of artistic
imagination.73

Returning once more to Cassirer’s discussion of technology, these
final points indicate the direction of Cassirer’s critique of modern 
technology. As we have seen, Cassirer rejects critiques of technology 
based on the claim that it alienates human beings from their organic
life. As he notes, ‘The standard by which it alone can be measured 
can, in the end, be none other than the standard of mind, not that of 
mere organic life. The law that one applies to it must be taken from 
the whole of the mental world of forms, not merely from the vital 
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sphere.’74 But in  situating technology within the ‘whole of the mental 
world of forms’, Cassirer argues that it threatens to disrupt the equi-
poise of the coexistence of contrary symbolic forms. As he notes in
‘Form and Technology’:

Moreover, as technology unfolds, neither does it simply place itself 
next to other fundamental mental orientations nor does it order itself 
harmoniously and peacefully with them. Insofar as it differentiates
itself from them, it both separates itself from them and positions
itself against them. It insists not only on its own norm, but also
threatens to posit this norm as an absolute and to force it upon
the other spheres. Here, a new conflict erupts within the sphere of 
mental activity, indeed, on its very lap. What is now demanded is
no simple confrontation with ‘nature’, but the erection of a barrier 
within mental life itself – a universal norm that both satisfies and 
restrains individual norms.75

While Cassirer observes that the human being is ‘thrown by techno-
logical culture into a never-ending vertigo that moves from desire to
consumption, from consumption to desire’,76 he argues that this is not 
due to the form of technology but to its connection with a ‘certain form
and order of commerce’ ,  a concrete historical position.77 The more basic
problem is technology’s setting itself up as a leader and an end itself 
rather than a servant collaborating to carry out goals in the context of 
the ethical task of culture as man’s progressive self-liberation. The dan-
ger that technology presents is that it usurps the other symbolic forms,
the unity of the symbolic forms, and sets itself up as the dominant if 
not sole symbolic form. Cassirer’s analysis of technology points the way
towards a critique of Roco and Bainbridge’s proposal for NBIC conver-
gence, to which I turn in the next section.

IV

In the previous three sections of this essay, I have drawn parallels 
between Cassirer’s and Roco and Bainbridge’s understanding of the 
crisis we human beings face in self-knowledge, owing in part to the
advance of technology. Furthermore, I have sketched out core elements 
in their respective frameworks proposed to address this crisis, examin-
ing the main elements of Roco and Bainbridge’s vision for converging
technologies focused on improving human performance, and Cassirer’s
account of a philosophical anthropology focused on the human being 
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as a  symbolic animal. In this final section of the essay I would like to 
bring the two strands of this conversation into closer contact and – from 
the perspective of Cassirer’s account of a philosophy of technology, a
philosophy of symbolic forms and his philosophical anthropology – 
argue that Roco and Bainbridge’s framework of NBIC convergence and
the focus on improving human performance will prove inadequate to
the task of confronting the stark issues we face as we contemplate the
development of our technics and powers. Having spelled out some of 
the important elements of Cassirer’s account of a philosophy of culture,
including his account of the human being, the symbolic forms and
technology, let us return to the epochal shift, the turning point, we
are facing, given the emergence of converging technologies and their
impact on improving human performance.

Focusing on the broad elements of their proposed frameworks, the
differences between Roco and Bainbridge’s and Cassirer’s frameworks 
could not be starker. For Roco and Bainbridge, the focus remains almost
exclusively on science and technology and the impetus largely has to
do with managing a crisis rather than examining its underlying causes. 
They suggest that if we can put in place the appropriate bureaucratic
and scientific structure we can forge a convergence of all disciplines 
around a unified set of causal principles that will powerfully give rise 
to a transformative science and technology that will in turn have radi-
cal implications for human society and the human condition. While
occasionally incorporating the humanities into their account of a more
holistic convergence and observing that proper attention must be paid
to ethical issues and societal need, Roco and Bainbridge’s vision focuses
on NBIC convergence, with technological convergence providing the
framework for the unity of disciplines, predicated on nanotechnology,
the unity of nature, cause-and-effect thinking and a hierarchy of disci-
plines. Furthermore, their model of convergence is built on the assump-
tion that reductionism will lead to the unity of the arts and humanities
with the scientific disciplines.

Like Roco and Bainbridge, Cassirer too is ultimately interested in a 
kind of convergence. But his deep and abiding interest in the forms
of human culture convinced him that this unity cannot simply be
read from nature. There is only one world and we are a part of it but
our efforts to understand and make sense of ourselves as part of this
world are plural and divergent and resist the kind of linear, hierarchical
and ultimately reductive model proposed in many of the converging
technologies proposals. Ultimately, the notion that technological con-
vergence could become a model for human convergence is still held 
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hostage to the mechanistic and machine metaphysic of the  seventeenth
century that Cassirer, in the best tradition of philosophical anthropol-
ogy, attempts to move beyond. Science is one of the activities of the 
human being, but it is not the only one and, as a symbolic form, neither
science nor technology can serve as a model for convergence in the 
humanities or in human culture more broadly. Cassirer argues that in
order to come to grips with the crisis of the fragmentation of human
knowledge we need a philosophy of human culture and he offers a rich 
analysis of the various symbolic forms that are constitutive of human
culture. ‘Every feature of our human experience’, Cassirer argues, ‘has a 
claim to reality’78 and each symbolic form has its value. ‘None of them 
is a mere illusion; every one is, in its measure, a step on our way to real-
ity.’79 Throughout An Essay on Man, Cassirer is critical of hypostasizing
scientific models and principles as simply mirroring nature and provid-
ing unmediated access to reality.

Cassirer’s analysis of the form of technology also suggests that he 
would be sceptical of looking to technology for a model of conver-
gence. Behind Roco and Bainbridge’s proposal for NBIC convergence
focused on improving human performance is a recognition that the
rapid progress of science and technology threatens to outstrip human 
capabilities. Their solution to that dilemma is to employ the very same 
science and technology to transform the human being and create a
new and improved man better able to function in a society shaped by
NBIC convergence. Cassirer’s analysis of technology demonstrates that
he is no technophobe and he repeatedly rejects the false dichotomy 
of alternatively praising or blaming technology. He does caution,
though, that the danger of modern technology is that it threatens to 
posit itself as an absolute norm relative to the other forms of human 
culture. It is in this context that Cassirer raises the charge voiced by
the writer, industrialist and politician Walter Rathenau that mod-
ern technology is the water jug of the Danaides, observing that the
human being is thrown by technological culture into a never-ending
vertigo.80 Reading the proposals for NBIC convergence, one can be 
struck by the  perception that technological development and the
improvement of the human being become locked in a tight circle of 
constant  innovation and development. A cycle from which, as Cassirer 
observes, there is no escape. The human being is to be improved by
and for technology.

The difficulty, Cassirer argues, is that technology sets itself up as an 
absolute norm and an ethical task is transformed into a technical task 
to be managed. And yet, Cassirer insists, technology cannot be a leader
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here but a servant. We must bring to technology the ethical question, 
not draw our ethical concerns from technology. You cannot derive an 
ethics from within the culture of technology and the problems of tech-
nology cannot be undone by means of technology alone. Cassirer forces
us to situate technology within the realm of the other symbolic forms
and within the context of the task of the symbolic forms in terms of the
progressive self-liberation of the human being. For Cassirer, progress, far
from being a scientific task, is an ethical task and a perpetual one. As he 
notes in An Essay on Man, the ethical world is never given; it is forever in 
the making. Cassirer identifies in human culture a fundamental polarity
between innovation and stabilization. ‘Man’, he writes, ‘is torn between
these two tendencies, one of which seeks to preserve old forms whereas
the other strives to produce new ones.’81 Our task is to struggle to bring 
these forces into some equilibrium. There is equipoise to maintain here
that cannot be sought from any one of the cultural forms but must be
considered an ongoing dynamic task of the human being in culture.
Taking all of our cues from technology and technical innovation will 
surely upset this equipoise.

Cassirer concludes ‘Form and Technology’ by suggesting that technol-
ogy best understands its own meaning and narrative when it is ‘content
in the fact that it can never be an end itself’.82 One goal of his essay is to 
understand technology within human culture and the other symbolic
forms and caution us against creating ethical values out of technol-
ogy itself. Technical enhancements are not, Cassirer might argue, the
fundamental human enhancement. Rather, that is to be found in the 
spontaneous and productive construction of the symbolic universe83

and efforts to foreclose upon that capacity are at odds with our symbolic
nature. The converging technologies reports do precisely that by virtue
of their narrow, hierarchical and reductive approach to convergence.
In their single-minded focus on NBIC technologies and their efforts to
realign human knowledge on a foundation of the nanosciences and the
building blocks of matter, Roco and Bainbridge’s proposal for conver-
gence work to marginalize human culture and transform our symbolic
behaviour into calculative behaviour.

The failure of their proposal for convergence is apparent in their
own symbolic constructs, including their references to global brains,
tightropes and other metaphors. While Bainbridge suggests that con-
verging technologies moves us beyond myth and illusion, and Roco
and Bainbridge argue for a model of convergence predicated on science
and technology, we have seen that at key moments in their exposition 
they fall back on precisely the myths and metaphors their framework 
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seemingly excludes. Here we are in the realm of what Cassirer, in a dif-
ferent context, refers to as rationalized myth:

the blending together and even complete fusion of two  contradictory 
and incompatible elements: of the elements of magical thinking 
and technical thought. The modern politician had to combine
in himself two entirely different functions. He had to be a homo
magus and a homo faber at the same time. He was the spokesman
for and the priest of a new and entirely irrational and mysterious 
religion.84

Converging technologies becomes a new secular myth, meant to replace 
outmoded religious myths no longer up to the challenge of facing the
crisis we human beings face.

It is here that we witness the ultimate failure of convergence, the
emergence of myth in the realm of science and technology. In Roco 
and Bainbridge’s recognition of a crisis in thought and in their efforts
to forge a convergence of NBIC technologies, we see how myth cannot 
be denied. Man, Cassirer notes, is not exclusively a rational animal; he 
is and remains a mythical animal. Myth is part and parcel of human 
nature.85 Roco and Bainbridge would have us transcend the human
condition in our embrace of converging technologies and yet their pro-
posed framework fails to account for key elements of its own proposed
vision. While NBIC convergence is predicated on technology, cause-
and-effect thinking and the material unity of nature, at key moments
in its defence we see emerge elements of myth and metaphor, elements 
Cassirer was clear cannot be eradicated from human culture: ‘there is
no danger that mankind ever will forget or renounce the language of 
myth. For this language is not restricted to a special field; it pervades 
the whole of man’s life and existence.’86 Science too, no less than lan-
guage and art, is a symbolic form, employs metaphor and is intimately
connected to mythic thought. Myth, Cassirer suggests, is the common
background and common basis for all the symbolic forms and while
science attempts to extirpate its mythic roots it can never free itself 
entirely from myth and metaphor.

Cassirer suggests that science offers us a freer and larger horizon of 
knowledge.87 Science affords us the self-critical awareness of its mythic 
roots. But science too can turn dogmatic and Cassirer warns against 
hypostatizing the categories of science as the ultimate reality. As we
have seen, Cassirer cautions against taking any of the forms, whether
myth or science or technology, as absolute norms. This is precisely what
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happens in times of crisis and it is at moments of crisis that we are most
susceptible to the power of myth. In such times, we are prone to dis-
trust our formative and creative powers and fall back to the mythic. As
Cassirer notes in his final work, The Myth of the State:

In all critical moments of man’s social life, the rational forces that 
resist the rise of the old mythical conceptions are no longer sure of 
themselves. In these moments the time for myth has come again.
For myth has not been really vanquished and subjugated. It is always
there, lurking in the dark and waiting for its hour and opportunity.
This hour comes as soon as the other binding forces of man’s social
life, for one reason or another, lose their strength and are no longer
able to combat the demonic mythical power.88

When man is confronted with a task that seems to be far beyond his 
natural powers, he returns to the realm of myth and magic. And it is
here that we see the breakdown in the bureaucratic rationale for NBIC 
convergence. Where so much of the report is geared towards produc-
tivity, efficiency, promoting better lines of communication among
scientific and technical disciplines, in the cracks of that bureaucratic 
scheme emerge myth and metaphor. And it is here that we most
witness the failure of convergence. When science and technology 
turn dogmatic, when they abrogate to themselves the sole power to
address the crises facing human beings, they outstrip their function
as symbolic forms. For Cassirer, convergence cannot simply be read
from nature, nor can it come simply as a matter of coordinating a few 
specialized scientific and technical disciplines. Technology is central 
to human life, as Cassirer makes clear in ‘Form and Technology’. But 
he also makes clear that technology cannot set itself up as an absolute 
norm forced upon the other symbolic forms. Technology, he reminds
us, cannot determine the goal, though it should collaborate in carrying 
it out.89 As one of a number of symbolic forms, technology has a role 
to play in the human being’s ethical task of balancing the tensions and
frictions, contrasts and conflicts between the symbolic powers of the 
human being.90 Cassirer’s notion of the ‘animal symbolicum’ presents
us with a rich and multifaceted philosophical anthropology that
ultimately frustrates neater and simpler efforts at convergence. The 
task of coming to terms with our technics and powers and  addressing
the crises we face is a human crisis, not merely a technical crisis, and 
its resolution comes in our continued efforts to grapple with our sym-
bolic nature.
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