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J ean Baudrillard, son of a civil servant, was born in Reims in the northeastern part of
France, on July 20, 1929. Only fragmentary knowledge exists about his life, by his own
design, and with so many websites and conferences being held regarding his work dur-
ing the last decade, he seems to take particular pleasure in remaining entirely elusive
about the basic facts of his existence. In many interviews and a set of published diary en-
tries (called Cool Memories, vols. 1-3), he notes that his family was still close to bucolic
sentiments even after moving to the city, that despite early academic brilliance, he “ran
away” after several months of preparation for admission to the Ecole Normale
Supérieure, yet somehow became qualified to teach languages and worked at provindal
lycées for ten years, and finally, at an age and by a route quite different from those of
his esteemed peers, he was introeduced to sociology in the early 60s through the inter-
vention of Roland Barthes and Henri Lefebvre, under whom he wrote his dissertation
in 1966. Thus, in October, 1966, he began teaching sociology at Nanterre and remained
for 20 years, after which he retired and gave himself exclusively to writing and photog-
raphy. There are veiled references to a marriage that went bad and gave Baudrillard a
new view of life, but no specifics. o
Baudrillard’s ideas and writing are so heavily embroiled in irony and skepticism of
received wisdom, particularly about consumer society and the conventional leftwing cri-
tiques of same, that he often plunges from the theoretically comprehensible into a self-
mocking posture that verges on the duplicitous. Crowds of 1200 listeners wearing
Baudrillard baseball caps have attended his talks, as much one would imagine for the
anticipated theatrics as for the opportunity to gain clarity of ideas pertaining to modern
life. Interviewers have plodded to his fifth-floor walk-up in Paris to find a short, tough-
looking man who lives in a brightly lit, relatively empty apartment in which there was
until 1981 no television and still no computer. This writer, who is more closely identi-
fied with avant-garde interpretations of what he calls “hyperreality” and the postmod-
ern than any other on the current scene, writes his books with a pen on paper, then
transfers them to a typewriter. In short, Baudrillard is a contrary phenomenon himself
prior to and after any consideration of his ideas, which, considering the nature of his
theorizing, does not prove to be too surprising. _
Baudrillard’s question for some years (after he went through an early period of crit-
icizing Marx’s production-based theory as no longer useful) has been rather simple: how
does one separate the “real” from the “surreal” or the “hyperreal”? He believes that
“sirnulacra” now populate our collective imaginations, and that any call for “reality”
misses the point of postmodern life, especially as infected and affected by orgiastic con-.;
sumerism. A question that readers of Baudrillard might ask is to what extent his late
works will appear as evanescent in 20 years as the global financial bubble that sent alk
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the richest nations Into paroxysms of spending and acquisition for the last half decade
of the 20th century, only to see this come 10 a crashing halt in the first three months of
2000. Baudrillard’s theorizing may appear to be an excrescence of the imagination that
matches that hysterjcal ceonomic period 1o g tee,

“CONSUMER SOCIETY,” 1970

Today, we are everywhere surrounded by the re-
markable conspicuousness of consumption and
affluence, establisheq by the multiplication of ob-
jects, services, and material goods. This now con-
stitutes a fundamentaj mutation in the ecology of
the human species. Strictly speaking, men of
wealth are no longer surrounded by other human
beings, as they have been in the past, but by op-
Jects. Their daily exchange is no longer with their
fellows, but rather, statistically as a function of
some ascending curve, with the acquisition ang
manipulation of goods and messages: from the
rather complex domestic organization with its
dozens of technical slaves to the “urban estate”

turnal objects that come to haunt us even in our
drearns, The concepts of “environment” angd “am-
biance” have undoubtedly become fashionable

€peat the same discourse, that of our stupefied
dusée) power, of gur potential affluence and of

OUT absence from one another,

La sociése g consommation, by Jean Baudrillard, Published by

f:180us Denogr. Copyright ® Editins Dencél, 1974, Reprinted by
Bission,

As the wolf-chilg becomes wolf by living
among them, so are we becoming functional. we
are living the period of the objects: that is, we live
by their rhythm, according to their incessant cy-
cles, Today, it is we who are observing their birth,
tulfillment, and death; whereas in aJ Drevious civ-
ilizations, it was the object, Instrument, and
perennial monument thar survived the genera-
tions of men.

While objects are neither flora nor fauna,
they give the impression of being a proliferating
vegetation; a jungle where the new savage of
modem times has trouble finding the reflexes of
civilization. Thege fauna and flora, which people
have produced, have come to encircle and invest
them, like a bad science fiction novel. We must
quickly describe them ags W€ see and experience
them, while not forgetting, even in periods of

The busiest streets of London are crowded with shops
whose show cases display all the riches of the world:
Indian shawls, American revelvers, Chinese porce-
lain, Parisian corsets, furs from Russia ang spices from
the tropics; but all of these worldly things bear odious
white paper labels with Arabic numerals and then la-
conic symbols £5D. This is how commodities are pre-
sented in circularion,

Profusion and Displays

Accumulation, or profusion, is evidently the most
striking descriptive feature. Large department
stores, with their luxuriant abundance of canned
goods, foods, and clothing, are like the primary
landscape and the geometrical locus of affluence.
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Streets with overcrowded and glittering store win-
dows (lighting being the least rare commodity,
without which merchandise would merely be
what it is), the displays of delicacies, and all the
scenes of alimentary and vestimentary festivity,
stimulate a magical salivation. Accumulation is
more than the sum of its products: the conspicu-
ousness of surplus, the final and magical negation
of scarcity, and the maternal and luxurious pre-
sumptions of the land of milk and honey. Our
markets, our shopping avenues and malls mimic a
new-found nature of prodigicus fecundity. Those
are our Valleys of Canaan where flows, instead of
milk and honey, streams of neon on ketchup and
plastic—but no matter! There exists an anxious
anticipation, not that there may not be enough,
but that there is too much, and too much for
everyone:; by purchasing a portion one in effect
appropriates a whole crumbling pyramid of oys-
ters, meats, pears or canned asparagus. One pur-
chases the part for the whole. And this repetitive
and metonymic discourse of the consumable, and
of commoedities is represented, through collective
metaphor and as a product of its own surplus, in
the image of the gift, and of the inexhaustible and
spectacular prodigality of the feast.

In addition to the stack, which is the most
rudimentary yet effective form of accumulation,
objects are organized in displays, or in collections. Al-
most every clothing store or appliance store pre-
sents a gamut of differentiated objects, which call
upon, respond to, and refute each other. The dis-
play window of the antique store is the aristocratic,
luxurious version of this model. The display no
longer exhibits an overabundance of wealth but a
range of select and complementary objects which
are offered for the choosing. But this arrangement
also invokes a psychological chain reaction in the
consumer who peruses it, inventories it, and grasps
it as a total category. Few objects today are offered
alone, without a context of objects to speak for
them. And the relation of the consumer to the ob-
ject has consequently changed: the object is no
longer referred to in relation to a specific utility,
but as a collection of objects in their total meaning.
Washing machine, refrigerator, dishwasher, have
different meanings when grouped together than
each one has alone, as a piece of equipment {usten-
sile). The display window, the advertisement, the

manufacturer, and the brand name here play an es-
sential role in imposing a coherent and collective
vision, like an almost inseparable totality. Like a
chain that connects not ordinary objects but signi-
fieds, each object can signify the other in a more
complex super-object, and lead the consumer to a
series of more complex choices. We can observe
that objects are never offered for consumption in
an absolute disarray. In certain cases they can
mimic disorder to better seduce, but they are al-
ways arranged to trace out directive paths. The
arrangement directs the purchasing impulse to-
wards networks of objects in order to seduce it and
elicit, in accordance with its own logic, a maximal
investment, reaching the limits of economic po-
tential. Clothing, appliances, and toiletries thus
constitute object paths, which establish inertial
constraints on the consumer who will proceed /og-
ically from one object to the next. The consumer
will be caught up in a calculus of objects, which is
quite different from the frenzy of purchasing and
possession which arises from the simple profusion
of commodities.

“SIMULACRA AND SIMULATIONS,” 1981

The simulacrum is never that which conceals the
truth—it is the truth which conceals that there is
none. The simulacrum is true, —Ecclesiastes

If we were able to take as the finest allegory of
simulation the Borges tale where the cartogra-
phers of the Empire draw up a map so detailed
that it ends up exactly covering the territory (but
where, with the decline of the Empire this map
becomes frayed and finally ruined, a few shreds
still discernible in the deserts—the metaphysical
beauty of this ruined abstraction, bearing witness:
to an imperial pride and rotting like a carcass, €
turning to the substance of the soil, rather as @
aging double ends up being confused with ther

From “Simulacra and Simulations,” as seen on pp. 1-13, 23-26
lations, by Jean R. Baudrillard, Paul Foss, Paul Patton, and Philip Be
mman, Trans. Sylvere Lotringer Beitchman, Bd. Published by Senot

New York. Copyright @ 1983. Used by permission of Semiotext(
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for us, has nothing but the discrete
charm of second-order simulacra,

Abstraction today is no longer that of the
map, the double, the mirror or the concept. Sim-
ulation is no longer that of 5 territory, a referential

those of the Empire, but our own. The desert of the
real itself.

In fact, even inverted, the fable i useless, Per-
haps only the allegory of the Empire remains. For
it is with the same Imperialism that present-day
simulators try to make the real, all the real, coin.
cide with their simulation models. Byt it is no
question of either maps or territory.

magic of the concept and the charm of the real.
This represemational_hnaginary, which both cyl-
minates in and is engulied by the cartographer’s
mad project of an idea] COEXtensivity between the
Mmap and the territory, disappears with simulation,
whose operation is nuclear and geénetic, and no

in 3 hyperspace without atmosphere,

—_——

In this passage to a Space whose curvature i

no longer that of

the real, nor of truth, the age of

metastable, Programmatic, perfect descriptive ma-
chine which provides al the signs of the real ang

drcuits all its vicissitudes. Never again will

the real have to be produced: this is the vital func-
tion of the model in 4 System of death, or rather of
anticipated resurrection which no longer leaves

any chance even in the event of dea

. A hyperreal

henceforth sheltered from the imaginary, and from
any distinction between the real and the Imaginary,

leaving room only for the orbita)

recurrence of

models and the simulated generation of difference.

The Divine Irreference of Images

himself some of the symptoms” (Littre).

feigning or djssimularing leaves the reality princi-

ple intact: the
masked; whereas simulation threatens the
ence between

difference is always clear, it is only
differ-

“true” and “false”, between “real”

and “imaginary”. Since the simulator produces

“true”
ulator

may be considered as simulat-

able and simulated, and medicine loses its mean-
ing since jt only knows how 1o freat “true”

ilinesses by their

objective causes. Psychosomatics
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evolves in a dubious way on the edge of the iliness
principle. As for psychoanalysis, it transfers the
symptom from the organic to the unconscious or-
der: once again, the latter is held to be real, more
real than the former; but why should simulation
stop at the portals of the uncenscious? Why
couldn’t the “work” of the uncenscious be “pro-
duced” in the same way as any other symptom in
classical medicine? Dreams already are.

The alienist, of course, claims that “for each
form of the mental alienation thereisa particular
order in the succession of symptoms, of which
the simulator is unaware and in the absence of
which the alienist is unlikely to be deceived.” This
(which dates from 1865) in order to save at all
cost the truth principle, and to escape the specter
raised by simulation: namely that truth, reference
and objective causes have ceased to exist. What
can medicine do with something which floats on
either side of illness, on either side of health, or
with the reduplication of illness in a discourse
that is no longer true or false? What can psycho-
analysis do with the reduplication of the dis-
course of the unconscious in a discourse of
sinulation that can never be unmasked, since it
isn‘t false either?

What can the army do with simulators? Tra-
ditionally, following a direct principle of identifi-
cation, it unmasks and punishes them. Today, it
can reform an excellent simulator as though he
were equivalent to a “real” homosexual, heart-
case or lunatic. Even military psychology retreats
from the Cartesian clarities and hesitates to draw
the distinction between true and false, between
the “produced” symptom and the authentic symp-
tom. “If he acts crazy so well, then he must be
mad.” Nor is it mistaken: in the sense that all lu-
natics are simulators, and this lack of distinction is
the worst form of subversion, Against it, classical
reason armed itself with all its categories, But it is
this today which again outflanks them, submerg-
ing the truth princple.

Outside of medicine and the army, favored
terrains of simulation, the affair goes back to reli-
gion and the simulacrum of divinity: “I forbade
any simulacrum in the temples because the divin-
ity that breathes life intc nature cannot be repre-
sented.” ndeed it can. But what becomes of the
divinity when it reveals itself in icons, when it is
multiplied in simulacra? Does it remain the

supreme authority, simply incarnated in images as
a visible theology? Or is it volatilized into simu-
lacra which alone deploy their pomp and power of
fascination—the visible machinery of icons being
substituted for the pure and inteiligible Idea of
God? This is precisely what was feared by the
Jconodlasts, whose millennial guarrel is still with
us today. Their rage to destroy images rose pre-
cisely because they sensed this omnipotence of
simulacra, this facility they have of erasing God
from the consciousnesses of people, and the over-
whelming, destructive truth which they suggest:
that ultimately there has never been any God;
that only simulacra exist; indeed that God himself
has only ever been his own simulacrum. Had they
been able to believe that images only occulted or
masked the Platonic idea of God, there would
have been no reason to destroy them. One can
Jive with the idea of a distorted truth. But their
metaphysical despair came from the idea that the
images concealed nothing at all, and that in fact
they were not images, such as the original model
would have made them, but actually perfect sim-
ulacra forever radiant with their own fascination.
But this death of the divine referential has to be
exorcised at all cost. _

It can be seen that the iconoclasts, who are
often accused of despising and denying images,
were in fact the ones who accorded them their ac-
tual worth, unlike the iconolaters, who saw in
them only reflections and were content to venet-
ate God at one remove. But the converse can also
be said, namely that the iconolaters possesed the
most modern and adventurous minds, since, un-
derneath the idea of the apparition of God in the
mirror of images, they already enacted his death
and his disappearance in the epiphany of his rep-
resentations (which they perhaps knew no longer
represented anything, and that they were purely a
game, but that this was precisely the greatest
game—knowing also that it is dangerous 10 un-
mask images, since they dissimulate the fact that
there is nothing behind them).

This was the approach of the Jesuits, who'
based their politics on the virtual disappearance of:
God and on the worldly and spectacular manipw:
lation of consciences—the evanescence of God i
the epiphany of power—the end of transcelry
dence, which no longer serves as alibi for a sir:

egy completely free of influences and signs.

s s e e L
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Behind the baroque of images hides the grey em-
inence of politics.

Thus perhaps at stake has always been the
murderous capacity of images: murderers of the
real; murderers of their own model as the Byzan-
tine icons could murder the divine identity. To this
murderous capacity is opposed the dialectical ca-
pacity of representations as a visible and intelligi-
ble mediation of the real. All of Western faith and
good faith was engaged in this wager on repre-
sentation: that a sign could refer to the depth of
meaning, that a sign could exchange for meaning
and that something could guarantee this ex-
change—God, of course. But what if God himself
can be simulated, that is to say, reduced to the
signs which attest his existence? Then the whole
system becomes weightless; it is no longer any-

simulacrum, never agdin exchanging for what is
real, but exchanging in itself, in an uninterrupted
circuit without reference or circumference.

So it is with simulation, insofar as it is op-
posed to representation. Representation starts
from the principle that the sign and the real are
equivalent (even if this equivalence is Utopian, it
is a fundamental axiom). Conversely, simulation
starts from the Utopia of this principle of equiva-
lence, from the radical negation of the sign as value,
from the sign as reversiori and death sentence of
every reference. Whereas representation tries to
absorb simulation by interpreting it as false repre-
sentation, simulation envelops the whole edifice
of representation as itself a simulacrum.

‘These would be the successive phases of the
image:

It is the reflection of a basic reality.

It masks and perverts a basic reality.

It masks the absence of a basic reality.

It bears no relation to any reality whatever: it
is its own pure simulacrum.

Ll L S

In the first case, the image is a good appear-
ce: the representation is of the order of sacra-
ent. In the second, it is an evi appearance: of the
tder of malefice. In the third, it plays at being an
Ppearance: it is of the order of sorcery. In the
th, it is no longer in the order of appearance at
but of simulation.

- The transition from signs which dissimulate
0ing to signs which dissimulate that there is

thing but a gigantic simulacrum: not unreal, buta -

nothing, marks the decisive turning point. The
first implies a iheology of truth and secrecy (to
which the notion of ideology still belongs). The
second inaugurates an age of simulacra and simu-
lation, in which there is no longer any God to rec-
ognize his own, nor any last judgement to
scparate truth from false, the real from its artificial
resurrection, since everything is aiready dead and
risen in advance.

When the real is no longer what it used to be,
nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is a pro-
liferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of
second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity.
There is an escalation of the true, of the lived ex-
perience; a resurrection of the figurative where
the object and substance have disappeared. And
there is a panic-stricken production of the real and
the referential, above and parallel to the panic of
material production. This is how simulation ap-
pears In the phase that concerns us: a strategy of
the real, neo-real and hyperreal, whose universal
double is a strategy of deterrence.

Hyperreal and Imaginary

Disneyland is a perfect model of all the entangled
orders of simulation. To begin with it is a play of il-
lusions and phantasms: pirates, the frontier, fu-
ture world, etc. This imaginary world is supposed
to be what makes the operation successful. But,
what draws the crowds is undoubtedly much
more the social microcosm, the miniaturized and
religious revelling in real America, in its delights
and drawbacks. You park outside, queue up in-
side, and are totally abandoned at the exit. In this
imaginary world the only phantasmagoria is in
the inherent warmth and affection of the crowd,
and in that sufficiently excessive number of gad-
gets used there to specifically maintain the multi-
tudinous affect. The contrast with the absolute
solitude of the parking lot—a veritable concentra-
tion camp—is total. Or rather: inside, a whole
range of gadgets magnetize the crowd into direct
flows; outside, solitude is directed onto 4 single
gadget: the automobile, By an extraordinary coin-
cidence (one that undoubtedly belongs to the pe-
culiar enchantment of this universe), this
deep-frozen infantile world happens to have been
conceived and realized by a man who is himself
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now cryogenized; Walt Disney, who awaits his
resurrection at minus 180 degrees centigrade.

The objective profile of the United States,
then, may be traced throughout Disneyland, even
down to the morphology of individuals and the
crowd. All its values are exalted here, in miniature
and comic-strip form. Embalmed and pacified.
Whence the possibility of an ideological analysis of
Disneyland (L. Marin does it well in Utopies, jeux
d’espaces): digest of the American way of life, pan-
egyric t0 American values, idealized transposition
of a contradictory reality. To be sure. But this con-
ceals something else, and that “ideological” blan-
ket exactly serves to cover over a third-order
simulation: Disneyland is there to conceal the fact
that it is the “real” country, all of “real” America,
which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to
conceal the fact that it is the social in its entirety,
in its banal omnipresence, which is carceral). Dis-
neyland is presented as imaginary in order to
make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact
all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it
are no Jonger real, but of the order of the hyper-
real and of simulation. It is no longer a question of
a false representation of reality (ideology}, but of
concealing the fact that the real is no longer real,
and thus of saving the reality principle.

The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor
false: it is a deterrence machine set up in order to
rejuvenate in reverse the fiction of the real.
Whence the debility, the infantile degeneration of
this imaginary. It is meant to be an infantile world,
in order to make us believe that the adults are
elsewhere, in the “real” world, and fo conceal the
fact that real childishness is everywhere, particu-
larly among those adults who go there to act the
child in order to foster illusions of their real child-
ishness.

Moreover, Disneyland is not the only one.
Enchanted Village, Magic Mountain, Marine
World: Los Angeles is encircled by these “imagi-
nary stations” which feed reality, reality-energy,
to a town whose mystery is precisely that it is
nothing more than a network of endless, unreal
circulation: a town of fabulous proportions, but
without space or dimensions. As much as electri-
cal and nuclear power stations, as much as film
studios, this town, which is nothing more than an
immense script and a perpetual motion picture,

" needs this old imaginary made up of childhood

signals and faked phantasms for its sympathetic
nErvous system.



