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THE ERASURE AND
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reification and commodification of knowledge. Indeed. Ew om
“information” today as a commodity value,
as well as a historical value of progress in Hzog.m:,ifs.:.g Mo%mmﬁwvh
and capitalist modernism in particular Am.m; the _E,o:j%,_w mﬁmu:a.
may be understood in terms of the %:::E:nm,c_ ::.: Cw t nd
nu@.:m:mn modes of production. One mv\w:g.ﬁc:g :_‘ :.E _:ﬂm:»ﬂmg J m:m-
social success of the common picture 2.5?:._.:;:0: q.:mvﬁ % ! e e
torical loss of critiques of it. as can be found in Martin Heidegg i
and Walter Benjamin's writings. Ironically. m:oﬁrmw mv\m::‘wzd awlw\
be the loss of early positivist models of 53:5&::8 mwy:m ~ :M E_omﬁ
of the European documentalists Paul Otlet and .v:m,.m.w:_ng._m.r oo
to that same amnesia that tcmai,ﬁ.d has a..o _:,ﬁc:nm u_ wmm ees
in general. The same mechanisms m.; r_mr.u:nm_ cance _V:M.“ _Wma e
buried Heidegger's critiques of information and have dilu

oo

mon picture or image of

critical Marxist power of Benjamins texys have reduced Otlet’s and
Briet’s historical presence to that of hei g mere “forerunners” to

more successfyl :?S::E:E:xm.,::; et language. human agency,

and culture along the lines of theories and dectogic, of informa-
tion. as found. for example, in information theory ang post-World
War Il cybernetics. One might propose thay such historical o rasures
of contrary views and “forerunners.” 44 well as the anwillingnegs
of information historians (o yee the history of Inlormation ip any-
thing other than American and Lnglish E:m.::mc enterprises and
texts, contributes 1o (he problem of forming a critique of the jdeel-
ogy of information in late maodernity: By recovering such erasures,
however we cap see that the “information age” hus previously o
curred and that iy global destiny was neither mnarely assured nor
without substan (i critiques. We can aleo see thal Hur own “infor-
mation age” hag 3 history, one thay has been produced and one that
valorizes, as wel] a4 hegates, certain meanings {o “information -
w:cs\_m:mc" and language today.,

We must recal] that historical crasure has both intellectual ap
practical effects. ::n_:ﬂi:;:v‘, it has led 1o 4 difficulty finding
vocabulary and critical tools (o counter the utopi i

videologies of
information an communication that are manifest is such rerm., as
“the informartion age” and “(he information society.”" Bogly Heideg-
ger'sand Benjamin'g works, although rooted iy, diifercng intellectyal
traditions, share 4 critique of positivist Em:vl:m_.mtr.? They also
share a cenra toncern with the way i which ma.s nlormation
and communication technologies reinforce posiiiviss historiogra-
phy and, ,ﬁ:gm::c::v., work to create actyal history by shaping the
historical fesources at hand for socig] agents. Putting aside truisms
about the differences between Heidegger's work and the work gen-
erated by the Irankfur school, Heidegger's and Benjamin's worke
both share 4 common concern with 1he technically {ormed Mg
of reproduction in nformation ang the power of (hat Image to can-
cel out the very powers of design that construct and organiye that
image in society and culture,

Both Heidegger and Benjamin were concerned with 1he relation-
ship hetween informational or communicationy] hegemy, my and the
political canceling out of the potentials of human bistoricity. The
reason for this common coneern is that both share skepticism
toward the representational image understood as information — o

in other words, as fact or ;?.m%:cc..lu:& hoth saw that :_.EoJ\,
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when understood essentially as a representational phenomenon.
leads to a vast scaling down of human possibilities. To attempt a his-
torical and philosophical recovery of information during the twen-
tieth century therefore requires that we reenter Heidegger's and
Benjamin’s discourses from the aspect of their critiques of the aes-
thetic form of social production. representation. and history.

Although the intellectual effects of historical erasure mushroom
with the passage of time, there are also the individual, practical
effects of historical erasure that now nced to be recounted. As both
Heidegger and Benjamin's work teaches us, “history” is not just an
intellectual category but one of politics and of existence itself. Be-
fore conlinuing further with an intellectual history, let us pause in
memoriam to paint a picture of some of the issues of the informa-
tionally and communicationally governed administrative state and
its national and transnational ideologies that affected a set of indi-
viduals who shared a common time and space. Certain historical
trajectories can be seen in microcosm in this narrative, and the nar-
rative will also serve to introduce the analysis that will follow.

For his Arcades project, Walter Benjamin utilized both graphic
and written artifacts at the Bibliothéque Nationale. There he also
utilized as a resource George Bataille, who was active in his own
battles against fascism through his critical and literary writings and
through the Paris-based College of Sociology and who. as alibrarian
at the Bibliothéque Nationale, would save through the war years
much of what we now have of Benjamin’s writings. As a researcher,
Benjamin would most certainly have frequented the Salle des Cata-
logues et des Bibliographies (i.e., the reference room) in order to
find information for his project. At the Salle des Catalogues et des
Bibliographies was a librarian, a little bit younger than Benjamin,
named Madame Suzanne Briet. Briet had founded the Salle des
Catalogues et des Bibliographies. and she later carried on some of
the ideas of the father of European documentation, Paul Otlet, as
vice president of the Fédération luternationale de Documentation.
In time, she acquired the nickname “Madame Documentation.”?
(Later, in her autobiography, Briet acknowledges Bataille’s presence
at the Bibliothéque Nationale only by describing his “blue eyes and
burning heart,” and adding what an English reader at the library
once said about him: “Good-looking boys know nothing” [English
in the original]).?

After the war, Briet advocated in her manifesto Quest-ce que
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la mon.::%:?EQ: ? such ideas as the cyborg integration of human
me.mm and machine technologies and the technical and cultural ne-
cessily of “scientific” information management. svstematicity, and
standards (because. for Briet, an,c_:q:.r.:?: 7(4 g

pé

: A , . culrural tech-
nique” and “our” culture is one of “science” that needs (o be spread

globally to impoverished nations).* Briet s social-pohtical resurrec-
tion of a culture of information from its submersion in the ynili-
tarism ot World War 1l was only partially successful on a histori-
cal scale: a more total theoretical integration of human agency
within mechanical and social engineering was occurring at this :_:M.
across the Atlantic with the Josiah Macy Jr. cvbe .

acro . ‘Lies conterences,

gainst this success, Brict and, indeed. the histor of Furopean
documentation was largely forgotten. Benjamin, on the other hand
did not live to sec anv of these events, because his im:

¢ disappeared
off the map in 1940 as he apparently committed suicide m:m%:&:m
blocked from crossing the border into Spain as part of an atte ,
to flee to the United States.

The lesson to be learned here is that both advocates and critics
of the information age tend (o disappear from the historical record
with the development of that age. Why the information age. as both
asubject of historiography and as an ideological praxis. _:Ar.._.oua:.mc?
erases its predecessors and its critics so that it tends Lo &;?::.P:U:.,N
reappear, as the "new” of modernity itsel(. is a curious problem. |
would suggest that this problem involves the ver

mpt

: . . v concept of in-
ormation, which is a product of a series of cultural positions and
actions that I will trace in the pages following #

Paul Otlet

Paul Otlet is generaily considered (o be the founder of kuropean
documentation. The active history of European documentation
spans the vears from the founding of the International Institute of
m&:omwmﬁrw in Brussels in 1895 by Paul Otlet and {{enri La Fontaine
A.s::sm_. of the Nobel Peace prize in 1913) to its eclipse by informa-
tion science after World War 115 Although Luropean L.\:.:::,_:.m‘
tion still exists in the form of such organizations as the Pédération
Internationale de Documentation. the period just before and after
.<<on,E War Il saw the publication of several gm::_,:,m texts by lead-
ing figures in documentation: the Traiié de \;\SS:E:&:E (1934) and
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Monde (1935)7 by Paul Otlet, and the small but important manifesto
by Suzanne Briet, Quest-ce que la documentation? (1951). The distin-
guishing characteristic of European documentation, in countrast to
both librarianship in Europe and to what would subsequently be-
come information science in the United States, was the svstems ap-
proach through which European documentation understood the re-
lationship between information technology and social systems. For
Luropean documentation, the technical retrieval of materials was
linked to their social and institutional use and goals for documen-
tary production. In contrast to the (particularly European) tradi-
tion of libraries and librarians, which defined themselves in terins of
the historical collection and preservation of books, European docu-
mentalists emphasized the integration ol technology and technigue
toward specific social goals.

The founders and leaders of European documentation advocated
documentation as an upcoming profession, distinct from librari-
anship, both serving and leading the development of “science” in
modernity. As an organized system of information technigues and
technologies, documentation was presented as a central plaver in
the historical development of global modernity. Within the con-
culture of modernity. documentation

text of a global “scientific’

was understood as not simply bibliographical technique but. in the

words of Suzanne Briet, as “a cultural technique for our time.’ 3
Otlet was a prolific writer. With his global vision. Otlet in hisrit-

ings tended toward not only large treatises on documentation but
also on such topics as the creation of world universities and the
creation of a world monetary fund. The late nineteenth century in
western Furope was a period of industrialization, aided by the de-
velopment of national and international standards and the torma-
tion of associations 1o assist in their development.® Otlet's biblio-
graphic and organizational works were part of these trends. driven
by his passion on the issue of world peace.

For Otlet, world peace was obtainable through international
knowledge and communication. To further this goal. La Fontaine
and Otlet began in 1895 to build a world bibliography. the Repe-
toire Bioliographique Universel (rsu). that would eventually find
its home in what Otlet called the Palais Mondial, or Mundaneum. in
Brussels, an institution that he hoped would be the foundation tor a
world center for knowledge and culture. By the time that the right-
wing Belgian government forced its closure in 1934, the rou had
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collected eighteen million items. organized by the universal deci-
mal classification (UD ), a scheme that Otlet had «onstructed based
on Melvil Dewey's decimal classification.’

As W. Boyd Rayward has suggested, the basis for Otlet’s philoso-
phy and collection practice lics in his notion of the “monographic
principle.”!! For Odet, knowledge was essentially positivistic or
“factual.” For example, the monographic principle operated in the

®BU by the process of cutting up texts into "atomic” units and the

linking them together through the upc. For Otlet. the construc-
tion of such atomic, linked chunks of knowledge aided world peace
because elementary. factual, “scientific” knowledge could thns be
collected and made available to all the leaders of the world, and
eventually—through new information and communication tech-
nology—to all the world’s people. This sharing of factual knowl-
edge would prevent wars because all facts would be available and
known by all people and. consequently, there couid be no disagree-
ment that could not be setiled by an appcal to documented facts.
‘The monograpbic principle was thus part of the world encyclopedia
movement that included such luniaries as H. G, Wells. ¥

The apotheosis of this movement occurred at the World Congrese
on Universal Documentation. which was associated with the 1937
World Exhibition in Paris. Otlet, Briet, and Wells all attended the
congress.”* For Otlet. as for Wells. peace rested in the creation of a

“world mind™ or “world brain™ constructed threngh docnmentar
collection and transmission.™ History, for Otlet swas the progres-
sive development of ever- accumulating knowledge and clarity. TFor
Otlet, all that was Jacking at the time was the stainae, retrieval.and
communication ol this progressive store.

Otlet, as other European documentalists, understood the term
“document” to reter to signifying materials of all sorts paper-hased
texts, physical artifacts. images, newsreels, radio. and the emerg-
ing mediw of television.™ In his book Monde, Otlet proposes that
the world would best be served by the collection and distribution

of "facts” through machines that resemble todav’s personal com-
puters. He believed that the "ultimate problem ot documentation”
was that of creating a documentary process and a mechanical de-
vice that would present to cach person, in the comfort ol his or her
own armchair. an omniscient. vet personal, vision of the world. At
one stroke. this device would solve the problem of positivist science

(to form a representational knowledge of all things in the world);
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the problem ot documentary technique (to vrganize all the knowl-
edge of the world); and the problem of international society (to
make available to each person all the knowledge ot the world).”® To
these lofty ends, Otlet envisioned a mujtimedia device that, “act-
ing at a distance . .. would combine the radio, the television {fes
projecting

rayons Rontgen], cinema, and microscopic photography
individual screen” (390-at)

W

the information of the world onto an
Such a device would provide for each person a true and complete
picture of all knowledge in a manner that would best be understood
by each person, thus eliminating conflicts over differing interpreta-
tions and providing the grounds for true and complete communi-
cation. Indeed, such a device “would become the liberator of each
person, its operation being controlled by each person himself, and
the things {in their representations| being placed in a convenient
order tor each person” (390-91).

Otlet’s optimism about the global dissemination of truth is based
on two elements: first, his belief that knowledge is composed of
atomic units of indisputable facts that merely need to be techni-
cally distributed to be completely understoed, and. second, that the
dissemination of this knowledge would be done by “honest men,”
because @ﬂoﬁummmsgm is based not on persuasion or ideology but on
“errors and falsehoods” (389-00) that are refuted by bringing them
up against reality.

Ironically. of course. it was the production ofa sense of “factual” or
“commonsense” beliefs that brought about the possibility of total
war in 1937. The reduction of the world to “facts” merely means the
acceptance of prejudice and the denial of interpretation; the realm
of scientific facts becomes confused with easily manipulated “com-
mon sense.” Otlet's grandiose later works such as Traité de documen-
tation and Monde display elements of overkill in their arguments and
examples, and they take on the rhetorical form of pleading in an
attempt at ﬁ::Smu_ engagement. By 1937 it was difficult to distin-
guish mass information and communication from hegemonic forms
of government control and from military operations. Otlet’s posi-
tivist epistemology of knowledge had been transtormed, through
mass technology and social organization, from a populist utopia to
a military machine. Of course, the seakness of Otlet’s argument
did not lie just in an empirical absence of “honest men” but in his
naive understanding of the nature of language, knowledge, truth,
and science. For totality was indeed made present for masses of
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people through information and coramuuication rechinology, and
that totality had the smell of death. Language and ?:‘:ﬁmmv.’, as
absolute truth was formed bv the ~.n1c_:“5:,2. the same _.:cMr ,“,.
across the hermeneutic differences of space and tim: . |
cess of technical reproduction. from the stabih/atic
the level of the signitier to the control of :E:::ﬁ/

e very suc-

fail

‘meaning

feets in social
pace and history, resulted in leveling the problem of interpreta

in language ¢ anceling the i [
language and canceling the generation of meaning by temporal

and spatial ditferences. It was this Jeveling of interpretation and thi:
canceling of the importance of spatial and temporal ditfferences r:,.
the mo:ﬁ.u::: of meaning that Martin :«En.n,mc_. vriticized in the
name of truth. On the other hand, it would TM these soctal m.:,:_p/

that Su; : Briet w alorize i
anne Briet would valorize in the name of “~crence

Martin Heidegger

5] ‘oor s firs lict
I,Cam,m.nﬁ s hrst explicit engagement with knowledye as a process
- - , . ] < SR BN & J N
ol technical / technological reproduction oceurs

oL techneal /- i this 1938 puh-
cture, “The Age of the World Picture.” " \ltho

1
. Phe A b the rouots
of leidegger's critique reaches back to Bei

Yind Timc’s constrii-

tion A.; the phenomenological grounds for the destruction of meta
wrw\m?? “The Age of the World Picture” raises the problem of :_r_w‘
tivist thought as a social and cultural problematic vna i:?: fvn., e
mmm.: Je,:rw: the context of lascist totalitarianism, ,J,EM,::.L 7;..;,7,
ﬁ‘m.Em:_mz.r and the military alliance of democratic capitalist Z:,:f
tries in Europe and in Ameriea, Heidegger's essay « nati

wwed national
d global subjectivity at the point "not of random w orld views, but

onlv of s that have alro
; y of those that have already taken up the fundanmental position
0o r - 1 - St ,
man that is most extreme, and have done so with utmost reso-

Eﬁm:my_r. 18 :_/.E‘,,,:m‘ Heidegger's critiques of “scicuce.” reaching
from "The Age of the World Picture” through “The Question ﬁ:;n
nmﬁ::mHﬁmn?ﬁ,?mz “{ro51) up until at least .,,j.:w Endl ./% Philoso q_.:.
and the Task of Thinking” (1966}, must be understood as nlma_:x.;
mwm.ﬁ not only address technical and institutional senses of the M.::
mn_m:.nc; hut also “science™ as a cultural phenomenacn, &m:cﬂs:\:,_
organization of both technical and technological avents mnE:M:::
to predetermined objectives and logical _S.:n,cﬁﬁ;. | . )
For Heidegger in “The Age of the World Picture” and through-

out his later critique svster i
his later critique of systems analysis and cybernetics. modern
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industrial science follows a procedure of representation wherein
the object is understood solely in terms of instrumental reason. and
representation is itself erased by a methodological framing that de-
fines the object in terms of presence alone In modern science. the
being, as object A,Om%ms.nazé. is torn or sketched out (reissen) of a
phenomenological context. and is then treated managerially. as a
resource ( Bestand ) that is ready at hand (vorhanden) for further use.
Modern industrial research, whose culture Heidegger sees as shap-
ing intellectuals and the university. is characterized as a network
of exploitative intellectual and practical activities performed on
beings in the name of initial representations of them as resources.™
The “busyness” of the research process easily merges into the husi-
ness of research, and “thinking” becomes appropriated as a part-
per with modern industrialism. For Heidegger, modern research is
the self-involved production of concepts an d further research. cven,
and especially, in the absence of critical or self-retlexive thought on
the grounds or validity of the initial reissen. What is lost in this mod-
ern method of human existence is the consideration of the nature
of beings themselves in critical relation to human understanding
and judgments. For Heidegger, modern research stresses the causal
production and reproduction of ideas and products from initial rep-
resentational frames (Gestell ), rather than the creation and critical
deployment of concepts for the happening of the event of truth in
the world.

In poststructural terms. this shift from reading to informalion in
terms of Gestell and the process of enframing (gestellen) involves a
shift in educational values (the shift tfrom philosophy’s emphasis on
primary textual engagement to secondary readings and technique
acquisition). as well as a shift in temporal and historical values. The
temporal shift that Heidegger sees in modernity’s understanding of
time as duration and causal effect involves the loss of human “ek-
static” senses of time (as identified in Beirg and Time). For Heideg-
ger, the “scientific” method of modern industrial production stands
in opposition to human existence as Dasein, and it defines treedom

in terms of the “free time” given by historical determinants to Da-
sein in exchange for Dasein’s labor, rather thanasan historical poten-
tiality or as a potentiality for creating history. Modern research, as
a method of time management. manages time in terms of indus-
trial production. not in lerms of the “ek-static” freedom that Hei-
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Lwrmﬁ claims is the very root of Dasein's historicity sind of the event

of truth. k ‘
It is importar . {
: 1t to note the “Heldegger |

o .ﬁ F that for Ueidegger the process of enframine

o L et 1 . . . N

s not simply a repressive logic of the industrial ace but rather an

exploitation of Dusein’s essential mode of being in the world s

& i R € AN

. fechnoloey,” en-
framing (gestellen) is the manner by which human N

Heidegger explains in “ T} i i
gger explains in “The Question Concerning

o ; 'ings appear
he world. a manner that is as originary as the wav that mom
t ) LAy < -

A.uw:.q, jut forth as a mountain cham ("Gebirg™). The danger that 1lei-
:.mm,m_:. points to is not that of the frame (Gestell) .,;M represcnta-
tional understanding itself. but of the blindness that :::::W 7.:, 3
to the grounds for that framing. namely that ,‘:,?,:_m:mw:.,_:_ Em:wﬁ__
ot gl e s

1 ating the world 15 something already gioen t
human beings, not something that is the frujt 3‘,:,.1,. f:rm:u:t:

over nature. Thisinsi istmpor i
nature. Thisinsight is important because it sitw

nalu s i s technologi-
n& thinking within a broader ontelogical and historical condition
of truth than its own production. and thus it marls an excees 1o
technology and man or i o dopenden
; an on which tec gy .

a v which technology and man are dependent

and cannot control or exceed.
wro:;.n; this attempt to think a more primordi:l condition to
Eomuﬁ:v\ﬁn:_ subjectivity is a theme that runs throughout Heideg-
gers oeuvre. In “The Question Concerning Technology™ it occurs
st forthrightly in the very important but often overlooked bean-

i

.E:m of that essay where Heidegger grounds human creative activity
in what cannot be called other than a metaphysicatly E.::z;::
materialist critique of production. By returning .m: /_,?::_cf towm
causes (aiton: formal, material. cflicient, and m:,._:. Heldeguer ar-
mcm.m that this concept is mistranslated by the Latin A.Q:.ﬂ,\:vv? M*:‘.
Latin and subsequent Western :F;N:u:v_m.wn..; tradition. f,w.,i::t..x
.mo:w aiton are no longer aspects of the object 1o which the object _W
_Dam_ug,; (Vershulden) for its creation. Tr:. rather such E.::,N M:,.c ::/W.
causes for the production of the object. Heidegger chooses the p
ample of a silver chalice to illustrate his :_,n::.:.,:,_ ~wherethech _:ﬁ,m
can be spoken of according to the four :M.\:: as lour A_.,_:.Q‘,. Au\ h\,‘\:,
Aussehen): the chalice is indebted Lo siiver for its appearance zw f_:_v..
.mﬁmsom or matler (Stoff ); it is indebted to the idea of what a »,_,‘E:Z_
is mn.vn its formal aspect; it is indebted o a cultural context c_\, ritual
for its final aspect: and it 15 indebted to the sikversmith for bringing
5HE
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together the other three ways of indebtedness in order to bring it
forth as an object. For Heidegger, the object comes forth as presence
according to these four ways of being coresponsible (Verschulden):
“The four ways ot being responsible bring something into appear-
ance. They let it come forth into presencing (An-Wesen).”?" In con-
trast. in the Latin-influenced Western metaphysical tradition, the
final cause dominates the other causes in terms of being a goal or
an end (telos) for production, to which all the other causes contrib-
ute (foremost, the efficient cause). For metaphysically defined pro-
duction, the historical indebteduness of the object is only relevant in
order to predict the uses that a thing should have for a given end.
The four aspects of a thing are no longer responsible for a thing but
are now used up as resources for an instrumental production that
may or may not have anything to do with historical debt or cultural
placement. Material, culture, history, and effective agency arc mere
means to an envisioned end.

The importance of Heidegger's critique of the Latin interpreta-
tion of aiton is that it reasserts a mutual social, historical, natural,
and intellectual indebtedness to the concept of production. In Hei-
degger’s works such as his 1959 “The Way to Language.” language
is understood as the exemplary instance of indebtedness. Conse-
quently. modern forgettulness is characterized as the instrumen-
tal understanding and production of language. so that “information
theory conceives of the natural aspect of language as a lack of for-
malization” (Die Informationstheorie begreift das Natiiraliche als
den Mangel an Pormalisierung).? Against systemic and cybernetic
understanding of beings and language in terms of Gestell, modern in-
dustry, and modern research production, Heidegger's understand-
ing of the nature of being and truth takes refuge in the hermeneutic
diffculties and the teraporal and spatial horizons of poetry as a still-
evident hinge that joins being and production. By the 1960s in " The
End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking,” however, lleidegger
expresses the fear that the arts, too, are becoming transformed into

information-producing mechanisms:

No prophecy is necessary to recognize that the sciences now estab-
lishing themselves will soon be determined and steered by the new
fundamental science which is called cybernetics.

This science corresponds to the determination of man as an acting
social being. For it is the theory of the steering of the possible plan-
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ning ; arrangery :
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Suzanne Briet

Suzanne Briet (1894-1989) was one of the foremost leaders in early
documentation just before and after World War 1. Her publica-
tions range from Qu est-ce que la documentation? (1951) to biographi-
cal work on the nineteenth-century poet Arthur Rimbaud (to whom
she was related) to an autobiography formally composed in ap
avant-garde manner according to alphabetical entries. She created
and was in charge of the Salle des Catalogues et des Bibliogra-
phies at the Bibliothéque Nationale from 1934 to 1954, and she
was active in international circles, including serving as vice presi-
dent of the Fédération Internationale de Documentation and hold-
ing assignments with UNFSCO. Toward the end of her career as a
librarian. she took a Fulbright-supported tour ot libraries in the
United States. Briet was one of the first women librarians at the
Bibliothéque Nationale, and she was president of the Union of Euro-
pean Women ??

Briet’s work represents an attempt 1o understand global infor-
mation from the viewpoint of networked technological and social
production. For Briet, Otlet’s dream of universal bibliography was
simply that, a dream. According to Briet, “Documentology Jost noth-
ing in alleviating itself of a Universal Bibliographic Catalog which
everyone had treated as a dream and which did not offer a corpa-
rable attraction to the most localized of collective catalogs.”

While casting aside Otlet's desire for a universal bibliographical
reflection of mankind, Briet's vision did not, however, discard the
dream of global information. For Briet. documentation was a move-
iment at the forefront of what she termed “science.” For Briet, the
documentalist must not only be deeply involved in the exchange of
materials within “scientific” cultural production but, further, he or
she must lead the individual scientist “like the dog on the hunt—
25 Science. for Briet,

totally before [ the researcher], guided, guiding.
was not only a term for industrial. technical knowledge, but more
generally it was a term for knowledge as a modern cultural phe-
nomenon. Hence, as Briet repeats throughout Qu est que la docuimen-
tation?. documentation is a “cultural technique” for our time. In
Qu'est-ce que la documentation? in particular Briet states that docu-
mentation is a exemplary symbol for science, even as science is the
dominant cultural event in modernity, which documentation both
oceurs within and leads. Science and documentation are terms that
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are metonymically linked to one another by the shared attributes
of “rapidity” and “precision” in Briet's texts. Her texts link rheto-
ric, history, culture. and technology by these common tropes for
modernist progress.?

For Briet. the practice of documentation is also charvacterized by
the integration of technically defined human agents and mechani-
cal technology at a systems level. In Quest-ce que la docimentation?
the French term fechnigiie covers both human and mechanical tech-
nique and the integration of human and mcechanical agency. In this
manner. Briet praises the work done on cybernetics at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, and she states that tuture man. as
a homo documentator, must be prepared to assimilate machines so as
not to be overtaken by them #” The human assimilation of technical
machines requires that humans adapt themselves to the relatively

fards that are
s remarks suggest that the necessity for
such standardization lies in the necessity [or smooth communica-

narrow, reduced terms ol mutual and interlinking s
native to machines. Briet’

tion between humsans and machines within the historical progress
and growth of science. Documentation advances at the forefront of
science at both cultural and technical levels, demanding that docu-
mentalists advance like "new types of missionaries ... in the wake of
the driving force of the exploration vessel flying the United Nations
flag” (41). ,

As Heidegger's critique of modernity suggests. however, the phe-
nomenon of language remains a hurdle to global standardization.
Unlike Otlet’s vision being embodied in a world city, Briet's vision is
network based, and thus it relies to a much greater degree on formal
levels of standardization in order tojoin heterogeneous agencies be-
cause there is no one geographical and cultural space within which
all materials can be centrally valucd. For this reason. Briel engages
as a central issue in the advancement of science the problem :P:w:x
guage. She solves the problem of multiple languages by explaining
that certain Furopean-based languages (English, _A.:,:cr, and m_ﬁ_:.v,
ish) are the basis tor the spread of science. Because German has “re-
treated,” Russian is no longer in the forefront, and “the Orientals
always speak their language and another language.” Thus “the major
languages, that is to say. English. French, and Spanish tend to z_:.mmi
and to become the indispensable interpreters of civilized people.”?8

Briet’s science therefore advances on the heels of documentation.
which in turn advances on the heels ol a linguistic colonialism led
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by the dominant nineteenth-century colonial powers and the victo-
mmocm postwar capitalist nations 2 orter

Briet's work is historically important as an mﬁ?m:nw over O‘F et's
understanding of documentation and ::c.::m:ww. in :ﬁ:.; wﬂ.
tempts to give documentation and the notion of ::c:?,.:c: a
cultural definition rooted in political economy. By mnméza_:m :.mn
vision for information in an industriallv based technical-cultural

)

system, Briet’s international vision matched _rm. scale of O:Mﬁ $
greatest dreams and some of Heidegger's greatest fears about infor-
mation. At the same time, Briet's texts also mw:rnm&cgu the w_wvm_
information age in a technology of networks and in a micropolitics

of power.

Walter Benjamin

A good starting point for entering .mm:.r:jm:,m project of _ri:nm:%
engaging the “information age” c,ﬁ the W:m E.Ncm .m:@ the McwoM
occurs through the problematic of experience in his work o m a
period. “Experience” in Benjamin's work is cx?‘cmmmg ,T\< two Ger-
man terms: Erlebnis and Erfabrung.™® As Hans-Georg Gadamer vmm
pointed out, the term Erlebnis is of recent origin, c:?.?cchEm
common by the 1870s.** Gadamer claims that its origins in ?Q:.E:
writings lie in Goethe's poetic texts. where the term n.:%rm.mﬁmw
both the factual unit of experience and the manner by &&Fr units MN
experience metonymically symbolize mrolm:Emi slifeas a <<TM_M.H
By the end of the nineteenth century, Gadamer argues. Uwﬁ t w
term and concept of Erlebnis thoroughly permutated U.@E U:%.mv\ s
life philosophy and his attempts to aow::.oa:nm the wc‘gcﬁ back ES
“scientific” modes of historiography.* Gadamer :::smwm_% ﬁw:dm
that the concept of Erlebnis may. perhaps. lie in Rousseau’s writings,
particularly in his Confessions. , . o
The importance ot this genealogy is that _._ mmm.mZ_mrc? m%m.ﬁ.m M
inlight of Theodor Adorno’s charge that wG_._.Ej.E had un,ﬁ.rmmnﬁm
and ahistoricized the role of fetishism in capitalism * the _.:Am:room
that, at least in terms of the concept of Er/ebnis. Benjamin's vﬁnmmmm
project was not amiss in critiquing capital’s Q:,E.n& Eﬁ historical
?.omcnzc: through an examination of Baudelaire's poetics wza the
conception of experience and time that are cﬁ:.mwwma.nrcam_:.
Benjamin sees Baudelaire’s narratives of his life experiences (Erleb-
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nis) in the midst of industrialized nineteenth-cent
actions to the trauma inflicted on traditional, precapitalist soci-
eties and the subject’s relatively assigned location within those
societies.® Likewise, bul in an opposing scale of values to Baude-
laire’s expressions of alicnation, m

v Faris as re-

ass media and public informa-
tion serve the dual function of distancing

the rcader or viewer from
the violence of industrialization bv genc

ralizing its conditions and
suggesting that such modern industrial rhythms are |
within society's progressive march toward utopia.’® Tl
is both a refuge and a product of industrial

nut moments
e “selt” here
capitalist production.

By combining Marxism's explanation of alienation i terms ol com-
modity fetishism with Freud's explanation of trauma, Ber jamin ar-
rives at a theory of the cultural commodity as drean. part of a larger
process of subsumption and acculturation. And by understanding
the experience of the fetishized object as commodity in terms of
the ideological construction of historical experience, ¥ Benjamin ar-
rives at a conception of bourgeois historical production as located
in particular symbols or “images” of industrial production. The role
of mass communication ancd information, then, is to mediate he-
tween material productjon and historical form via the attribution of
meaning 1o objects and signs. In other words, t}
communication and information tecl
of ideological production.

1e historical role of
mologies in capitalism is that

Benjamin's Arcades project concenirates on the ren
left out of, and left after, bourgeois dre

meaning. In raodernity, experience in tf

ainder that is
ams of history and cultural
ne sense ot Lrjabrung consti-
tutes a point of excess in modern production,
the now supposedly private and inexpressible.
to this Abfall (trash or remainder) ol history through decaying sym-
bols of industrialism (the arcades)

Iving in the ares

of
[ 5 1 H . -
enjamin returned

and the complex and contradic-
tory experiences of workers. Benjamin's

critical undertaking was
to destroy the productive grounds for t}

s division of experience
wrought by capitalism’s destruction of trad
nizing those values that are denied by the

In “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Keproduction”
(1935), Benjamin zsserts that the violence of 1echy

ition. while also recog-

logic of madern progress.

al reproduc-

tion can be turned against itself by exploiting rhe ditference be-

tween technological reproduction and its commuoditization in cul-
ture. Benjamin's oplimism regarding the revolutionary potential of

tommunication and information technology lies with necoer tech-
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nologies. In “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,”3® as well as in foot-
note 19 of “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion.” for example, Benjamin makes clear that the revolutionary
value of cinema in his time was that of harnessing the rhythm
of industrial life for purposes other than that of perpetuating the
dream of progress. New technologies had the potential of exploiting
the difference between material and idea. between industrialization
and utopian ideology. In this way, the fundamental antagonism of
workers and capitalists would find a mass form in technological re-
production, and this would essentially be seen at the level of social
construction.

In contrast to Briet’s utopian picture of a scamless tow of “sci-
entific” industrially produced “information.” Benjamin envisioned
a picture of progress shattered by the rhythms of industrialization
posed against itself. By exploiting the possibility for a temporal
form of montage and defamiliarization in film. the linear narrative
of bourgeois historical progress could be strained to the breaking
point. In this way. the dialectical image of progress that is founded
on the subsumption of matter by ideology could not only be held
at a “standstill” but could be reversed. so that technological pro-
duction outstripped its own subsumption by ideological narrative.
For Benjamin, the promise of new media technologies was not that
of linking the world into supposedly scamless networks or systems
of information and communication that would give the illusion of
global efficiency but, rather, of politicizing and artistically shatter-
ing the ideological goal of the illusion of a positive global totality.
As Benjamin wrote in relation to the fascist project of nationalist
subsumption: in response to politics’ reorganization of life accord-
ing to an aesthetics of representation and positive totality. “com-
munism responds by politicizing art.”* Benjamin understood that
new information and communication technologies can play a role
in this politicization of art because their new speeds and rhythms
exist, at least for a while. in tension with old social forms of media
and aesthetic meaning. Benjamin's observations in this regard and
his hesitancy in applying such antagonistic potential to information
and communication technologies without regard to their historical
and cultural specificity may be instructive to us when we attempt
to analyze the mass deployment and use of new information and
communication technologies today
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Conclusion

I have presented here several dialectics of positions around the
social meaning and use of new information and comrmunication
technologies during the first half of the twentieth contury in west-
ern Europe, Through a historical recovery of the m,::..imm: docu-
mentalists we gain a better understanding that not only have the
dreams and tropes of the “intormation age” occurred t.?,i::,f 1o
this digital “information age.” but we come Lo beiter understand
:gm.m::n.n: position of such writers as Heidegger and Benjamin
against the types of technological utopianism that is reflected in the
documentalists” writings. In reflection on our own rime, we may be
struck by both the prevalence of tried-and-true madernism 5\:_:,
own age and the striking disappearance of those critical positions
espoused by Heidegger and Benjamin.

The question remains, then. how does the repetition of “the infor-
mation age” continue the dream of modernity. and what is the role
of historical erasure in that continuance? How is it that the Furo-
pean documentalists were forgotten within a history that repeated
their claims? And how is it that academic research has largely ig-
nored or mystified social critiques on the intormation age, m<m:
within the inherited presence of Heidegger and wc:wmz::m

How is it that amidst an information explosion the very histori-
cal foundations and critical commentary on that :,%_:L:r are lost
to time? Oris it the case, as :Szcmmmw and Benjanun propose. that
within that very explosion time itself has heen lost through a certain
type of construction of history? h
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with the development of information culture in the twentieth cen-
tury.
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