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A controversial figure in the realms of theory and cultural studies, Jean
Baudrillard is never without interest. But how do we make sense of his
wilder statements about the postmodern world he claims we all
inhabit? How do we situate his writing in relation to French thought?
This book guides the reader through Baudrillard’s work, from his first
publication to his later postmodern statements.

Richard J. Lane offers an impressively clear introduction to key
aspects of Baudrillard’s thought, from his reworking of Marxism
through to his theories on technology, primitivism, simulation and the
hyperreal, America and the postmodern. Throughout the volume, ideas
are considered in relation to the social and intellectual contexts in
which Baudrillard worked, and special attention is paid to the ongoing
narratives of French and postmodern thought. An extensively anno-
tated bibliography of primary and secondary texts prepares the student
reader for further encounters with Baudrillard’s work.

Tracing a sure path through often complex writings, Jean Baudrillard
is the perfect companion for those newly approaching this key contem-
porary thinker.

Richard J. Lane is senior lecturer in postcolonial theory, drama and
literature at South Bank University, London. He has published widely
in these areas, with special emphasis upon Canadian literature. He is
also co-director of The London Network for Modern Fiction Studies.
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SERIES EDITOR’S
PREFACE

The books in this series offer introductions to major critical thinkers
who have influenced literary studies and the humanities. The Routledge
Critical Thinkers series provides the books you can turn to first when a
new name or concept appears in your studies.

Each book will equip you to approach a key thinker’s original texts
by explaining her or his key ideas, putting them into context and,
perhaps most importantly, showing you why this thinker is considered
to be significant. The emphasis is on concise, clearly written guides
which do not presuppose a specialist knowledge. Although the focus is
on particular figures, the series stresses that no critical thinker ever
existed in a vacuum but, instead, emerged from a broader intellectual,
cultural and social history. Finally, these books will act as a bridge
between you and the thinker’s original texts: not replacing them but
rather complementing what she or he wrote.

These books are necessary for a number of reasons. In his 1997
autobiography, Not Entitled, the literary critic Frank Kermode wrote of
a time in the 1960s:

On beautiful summer lawns, young people lay together all night, recovering
from their daytime exertions and listening to a troupe of Balinese musicians.
Under their blankets or their sleeping bags, they would chat drowsily about the
gurus of the time... What they repeated was largely hearsay; hence my
lunchtime suggestion, quite impromptu, for a series of short, very cheap books
offering authoritative but intelligible introductions to such figures.
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There is still a need for “authoritative and intelligible introductions”.
But this series reflects a different world from the 1960s. New thinkers
have emerged and the reputations of others have risen and fallen, as
new research has developed. New methodologies and challenging ideas
have spread through the arts and humanities. The study of literature is
no longer — if it ever was — simply the study and evaluation of poems,
novels and plays. It is also the study of the ideas, issues, and difficulties
which arise in any literary text and in its interpretation. Other arts and
humanities subjects have changed in analogous ways.

With these changes, new problems have emerged. The ideas and
issues behind these radical changes in the humanities are often
presented without reference to wider contexts or as theories which
you can simply “add on” to the texts you read. Certainly, there’s
nothing wrong with picking out selected ideas or using what comes
to hand — indeed, some thinkers have argued that this is, in fact, all
we can do. However, it is sometimes forgotten that each new idea
comes from the pattern and development of somebody’s thought
and it is important to study the range and context of their ideas.
Against theories “floating in space”, the Routledge Critical Thinkers
series places key thinkers and their ideas firmly back in their
contexts.

More than this, these books reflect the need to go back to the
thinker’s own texts and ideas. Every interpretation of an idea, even the
most seemingly innocent one, offers its own “spin”, implicitly or
explicitly. To read only books on a thinker, rather than texts by that
thinker, is to deny yourself a chance of making up your own mind.
Sometimes what makes a significant figure’s work hard to approach is
not so much its style or content as the feeling of not knowing where to
start. The purpose of these books is to give you a “way in” by offering
an accessible overview of these thinkers’ ideas and works and by
guiding your further reading, starting with each thinker’s own texts. To
use a metaphor from the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein
(1889—1951), these books are ladders, to be thrown away after you
have climbed to the next level. Not only, then, do they equip you to
approach new ideas, but also they empower you, by leading you back
to a theorist’s own texts and encouraging you to develop your own
informed opinions.

Finally, these books are necessary because, just as intellectual needs
have changed, the education systems around the world — the contexts



in which introductory books are usually read — have changed radically,
too. What was suitable for the minority higher education system of the
1960s is not suitable for the larger, wider, more diverse, high tech-
nology education systems of the twenty-first century. These changes
call not just for new, up-to-date, introductions but new methods of
presentation. The presentational aspects of Routledge Critical Thinkers
have been developed with today’s students in mind.

Each book in the series has a similar structure. They begin with a
section offering an overview of the life and ideas of each thinker and
explain why she or he is important. The central section of each book
discusses the thinker’s key ideas, their context, evolution and recep-
tion. Each book concludes with a survey of the thinker’s impact,
outlining how their ideas have been taken up and developed by others.
In addition, there is a detailed final section suggesting and describing
books for further reading. This is not a “tacked-on” section but an inte-
gral part of each volume. In the first part of this section you will find
brief descriptions of the thinker’s key works: following this, informa-
tion on the most useful critical works and, in some cases, on relevant
websites. This section will guide you in your reading, enabling you to
follow your interests and develop your own projects. Throughout each
book, references are given in what is known as the Harvard system
(the author and the date of works cited are given in the text and you
can look up the full details in the bibliography at the back). This offers
a lot of information in very little space. The books also explain tech-
nical terms and use boxes to describe events or ideas in more detail,
away from the main emphasis of the discussion. Boxes are also used at
times to highlight definitions of terms frequently used or coined by a
thinker. In this way, the boxes serve as a kind of glossary, easily identi-
fied when flicking through the book.

The thinkers in the series are “critical” for three reasons. First, they
are examined in the light of subjects which involve criticism: princi-
pally literary studies or English and cultural studies, but also other
disciplines which rely on the criticism of books, ideas, theories and
unquestioned assumptions. Second, they are critical because studying
their work will provide you with a “tool kit” for your own informed
critical reading and thought, which will make you critical. Third, these
thinkers are critical because they are crucially important: they deal
with ideas and questions which can overturn conventional understand-
ings of the world, of texts, of everything we take for granted, leaving
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us with a deeper understanding of what we already knew and with new
ideas.

No introduction can tell you everything. However, by offering a way
into critical thinking, this series hopes to begin to engage you in an
activity which is productive, constructive and potentially life-changing.



WHY BAUDRILLARD?

Jean Baudrillard is not only one of the most famous writers on the
subject of postmodernism, but he somehow seems to embody post-
modernism itself. He is a writer and speaker whose texts are
performances, attracting huge readerships or audiences. At the same
time, his work is highly contentious, attracting a great deal of vitriolic
criticism. He has been accused, for example, of being a critical
terrorist, a nihilist (someone who has no beliefs at all, or values
nothing), and a critic whose ideas are shallow and inaccurate. And yet,
even given all of these harsh comments, he also has a wide critical
following, with many books and articles being produced about him or
using his theories to this very day. Throughout the 1990s many of
Baudrillard’s early works, all of which were originally written in
French, were translated and made available to the English-speaking
world. Thus we now have easy access to virtually all of Baudrillard’s
most important books, and this is leading to some reassessment of his
worth as a more “serious” thinker and writer.

Baudrillard was born in Reims on the 27 July 1929. He had a fairly
conventional upbringing and education. In 1956 he began teaching
Sociology in secondary education, which he continued until 1966, the
year he defended his thesis on Le Systéme des objets (The System of Objects)
at the University of Paris X-Nanterre. Baudrillard’s initial work was
mainly known in the French-speaking world, especially his more
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literary articles and reviews. But after 1968, with the publication of his
thesis, his writings began to become known to academics in the
English-speaking world who followed developments in French theory.
In 1975, Baudrillard began teaching abroad, at the University of
California (Levin, 1996: xi). Baudrillard’s real fame would arise not
from his early fairly academic writings, but in the 1970s and 1980s
with the publication of short, highly provocative critical books,
published in English in the New York Semiotext(e) “Foreign Agent
Series”. Probably the most widely read were Simulations (1981) and In
the Shadow of the Silent Majorities: or, The End of the Social (1978), both
published by Semiotext(e) in 1983. Now the Western world was
bombarded by Baudrillardian phrases such as “simulation”, “simulacra”,
the “hyperreal” and the “implosion of meaning”. Baudrillard was clearly
a force to be reckoned with, but also someone increasingly hard to pin
down as his work became more and more playful, evasive and provoca-
tive. During the 1980s and 1990s, Baudrillard travelled and lectured
around the world, putting most of his energies into the “non-academic”
side of his work. His travels are recorded playfully in the texts America
and Cool Memories, while more “scandalous” material followed with his
collection of essays published as The Gulf War Did Not Take Place.
Baudrillard is still writing, still producing postmodern performances
and texts, with more work forthcoming or available to read now in
electronic format on the Internet.

INFLUENCES

When Baudrillard was a teenager, he would have experienced with the
rest of the country the launch of the Monnet Plan with the slogan
“modernization or downfall” (Ardagh, 1978: 32). This plan was the
French government’s scheme for nationwide modernization, conceived
of by Jean Monnet, political economist and “father” of the EU, and
focused on the rebuilding of basic industries as a way of providing
stability and then growth in the economy after World War II. Successive
Plans incorporated agriculture (Second Plan, 1953—1957), and then
wider social structures such as welfare, housing and regional develop-
ment (Third Plan, 1958—1961; Fourth Plan, 1962—1965) (Ardagh, 1978:
46). The Plans were designed to map out future possibilities in the
country, rather than become enshrined in law; in other words, busi-
nesses were encouraged rather than forced to base their forecasting



and planning upon Monnet’s policies. Once cach plan was launched, it
was up to “reality” to fall into place. This division between official and
indicative government policy, or political and structural change, would
have implications for Baudrillard’s writing from his thesis onwards, as I
will briefly refer to in relation to theories of structuralism in Chapter
1.

Baudrillard first started to publish work in Jean-Paul Sartre’s
journal, Les Temps modernes. Sartre (1905—1980) was one of the most
influential philosophers of postwar France, coordinating the movement
known as Existentialism, essentially a philosophy thinking through the
implications of life governed by human choice rather than religious
order or determinism (that choices have already been made for us).
While Sartre was an important influence upon a whole generation of
French thinkers in general for his reading of Marxism (see p. 10),
Baudrillard was also personally interested in, and teaching, German
sociology and literature. The latter enabled Baudrillard to start
thinking of a re-reading of Marxism that would not be heavily influ-
enced by the “authorized” Marxism of Sartre.

In an interview with critics Mike Gane and Monique Arnaud,
Baudrillard comments that he knows German culture thoroughly
(Gane, 1993: 21). He uses the phrase “culture”, rather than being more
specific with “literature” or “philosophy”, because he wants to indicate
his position as a theorist on the margins of mainstream French intellec-
tual thought; rather than having a traditional, systematic, philosophical
training (like one of his key intellectual rivals, Michel Foucault
[1926-1984]), Baudrillard took a far more circuitous route to success.
Nonetheless, Baudrillard learnt German to read and translate some of
the key texts, such as the German romantics and the philosophers
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)
and Martin  Heidegger (1889-1976) (see Gane, 1993: 21).
Baudrillard’s marginal institutional existence is paralleled by his later
publications that play at the margins of mainstream thought.

During the 1960s, Baudrillard translated, among other things,
works by the playwrights Peter Weiss (1916-1982) and Bertolt Brecht
(1898-1956). The influence of Weiss is usually played down; in fact,
Baudrillard translated four important works: Pointe du Fuite (1964),
Marat/Sade (1965), Llnstruction (1966) and Discours sur la genése et le
déroulement de la trés longue guerre de libération duVietnam (1968). Each of
these texts combine cutting political statements with an undermining

WHY BAUDRILLARD? 3
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of stable points of view; we can think of them as precursors for
Baudrillard’s own approach to writing about the world. Marat/Sade is a
play constructed according to historical facts: the murder of the French
revolutionary leader Jean Paul Marat (1743—1793). Yet Weiss gives all
this a complicated twist, because his play is about a performance of this
murder in the Asylum of Charenton, “directed” by the Marquis de Sade
(1740-1814), who was once imprisoned in Charenton. Marat/Sade
becomes a play located in the historical real, but also one that dislo-
cates history. Robert Cohen, critic and editor of Weiss” works in The
German Library series, argues that such “ ... a complex and disori-
enting structure tends to subvert attempts at assigning Marat/Sade a
stable meaning and gives it the characteristics of a precursor of a post-
modern drama of playful arbitrariness and undecidability” (1998:
xiii—xiv). With Weiss” Marat/Sade, we have a new and interesting form
for the exploration of political ideas, one which strays far from the
typical Marxism that informed Weiss’ thinking at the time of the play’s
development and production. Similarly, Baudrillard was exploring
different ways of performing Marxist analyses, and we can tie in his
work translating this play of “grotesque violence and sexual excess”
(Cohen, 1998: xiv) with his interest in the French thinker Georges
Bataille (1897-1962).

Georges Bataille during the late 1920s and 1930s constructed a
theory of writing based upon the “excessive” what he called “heteroge-
neous matter’— that is to say, waste, excrement, excess, the illogical
and the unreasonable. In other words, he focused upon those areas of
society which grand philosophies ignore as part of their attempt to rise
above the everyday world. Initially Bataille’s work was rejected by the
dominant French thinkers of the time, but he was “rediscovered” by a
later wave of theorists from the 1960s onwards (Butler, 1999: 4). To
understand Bataille, and the new interest in his work, is to understand
the way in which modern French thinkers reacted to the constraints of
Hegel and Marx (see Chapters 1 and 4); in other words, we can situate
a whole host of thinkers that include Baudrillard in one stretch of
narrative.

THIS BOOK

The Key Ideas section of this book will begin by examining
Baudrillard’s emergence from this stretch of narrative. The first



chapter will examine the way in which Bataille’s work was not only
useful for French thinkers trying to escape from the dominance of the
“grand” theories and philosophies in France at the time, but also how
Baudrillard used the energies generated by these intellectual debates to
fuel his own ways of thinking. The following chapters examine the ideas
for which Baudrillard is best known, placing them overall in order of
their development. Baudrillard’s thesis text is examined to measure the
importance that new technologies will have throughout his work; then
the extensive references to “primitive” societies are explored, followed
by a brief examination of the role of Marxism in his early writing,
Three chapters on postmodernism follow, examining concepts such as
the hyperreal, which have become part of the common currency of the
postmodern scene. While the book progressively develops an under-
standing of Baudrillard’s work, readers may wish to jump straight into
a particular chapter to help explain a particularly demanding or prob-
lematic Baudrillardian text or idea. The Key Ideas section is followed
by “After Baudrillard”, a short section examining the importance and
impact of Baudrillard’s work for contemporary critical/cultural theo-
rists. Reference is made to the ways in which Baudrillard and new
technologies such as the Internet are of interest. This book secks not to
replace Baudrillard’s own work by “telling readers what he says”, but to
provide a bridge to his rich and often challenging texts. For this
reason, the book ends with a “Further Reading” section, which begins
by listing Baudrillard’s works and providing some information on each.
A few helpful secondary texts are also listed, but the emphasis is upon
how wuseful these texts are in accompanying study of the primary
works.

WHY BAUDRILLARD? b






KEY IDEAS |






BEGINNINGS

French thought in the 1960s

In 1968 Jean Baudrillard published his first book with Editions
Gallimard, called Le Systéme des objets. The date of publication happens
to be one of the most infamous years in recent French history, with
students and workers rising up in political protest on a grand scale. Yet,
it is no surprise that Baudrillard’s book should coincide with such a
date, because he is a thinker and writer who emerges from, and forms
part of, several significant strands in contemporary French culture and
theory. This chapter will examine in some detail the complicated
network of philosophical influences upon Baudrillard’s work,
describing the background of the man who emerges from an intellec-
tually and politically exciting (as well as demanding) period.

INFLUENCE OF HEGEL

Modern French philosophy, aside from the dominance of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Existentialism, spent much of its intellectual energies with a
rereading of the German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
(1770-1831). Hegel’s book The Phenomenology of Spirit had been trans-
lated into French by Jean Hyppolite from 1939 to 1941. Two massively
influential books had followed: Hyppolite’s own commentary, Genesis
and Structure of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1946) and Alexandre
Kojeve’s lecture series at the Sorbonne (given 1933-1939), published
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as Introduction to the Reading of Hegel (1947). John Heckman, the trans-
lator of the English edition of Hyppolite’s book, argues that:

... although the postwar period is usually associated with the triumph of “exis-
tentialism” in the persons of Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the
moment of existentialism’s triumph was also, in proper Hegelian form, the
moment of its death. For the famous manifesto of the first number of Les temps
modernes in October 1945, signaled a turn by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty away
from Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger and towards Hegel and Marx.
(Hyppolite, 1974: xvi)

It could be argued that Hyppolite, with his translation and commen-
tary, was one of the most influential teachers of Hegel; some of the
most powerful poststructuralists (see p. 16) — Gilles Deleuze, Jacques
Derrida and Michel Foucault — studied under Hyppolite. So why was
Hegel so important? This will prove crucial to our understanding of
Baudrillard, especially as it could be argued that his countering of
Marx parallels Bataille’s earlier countering of Hegel.

Without doubt, the main reason for the interest in Hegel was the
fact that his philosophy, and especially the notion of the dialectic, had
heavily influenced Marxism, which was one of the dominant political
movements in postwar France.

DIALECTIC

The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy defines dialectic as “... a historical
force, driving events onwards towards a progressive resolution of the
contradictions that characterize each historical epoch” (Blackburn, 1996:
104). The word “dialectic” derives from Greek, and means “to converse”,
leading through philosophy to logical argumentation, where two opposing
arguments or positions are “solved” by a third. This “third” argument or
position becomes a new starting point for a further logical argument, and
so the dialectic continues, ever driving forwards. Marxism combines
Hegelian dialectics (or Hegel's dialectical insights into the formation of
the human subject) with the insights of historical materialism. To put this
another way, Hegel's theories of social structures are linked with
economics, to show how societies evolve through class struggle.



According to Marxism, the end result of the dialectic is not Hegel’s notion
of Absolute Spirit (or philosophy), but societies’ attainment of commu-
nism.

MARXISM

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) published The
Communist Manifesto in 1848 with the opening assertion that “The history
of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” Both men
produced a number of key texts, but it was Marx's Das Kapital (first of
three volumes published 1867) that became the mainstay for the political
movement called Marxism. Marxism theorizes that economics is the
determining factor in class struggle, and that Capitalism ultimately needs
to be overthrown to liberate the working classes, who are maintained in a
position of dependency to the industrialized state.

It needs to be stressed that, with Hegel’s dialectic, politics and philos-
ophy intersect. We can explore this in one of the most famous passages
of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit — the master/slave section. Here,
Hegel is concerned with self-consciousness, and the fact that the
human subject can only be recognized as such through another human
subject. The problem arises when “primitive” human beings demand
recognition without return; the strong individual wants to be recog-
nized as human, without realizing that such a recognition is universal
(Taylor, 1989: 153). For example, we could have a person who
demands that others recognize his basic human rights; but the person
then fails to award the same human rights to those “others”! Hegel
argues that at a primitive stage in their development this leads to a
struggle between two human subjects, which ends for one of them in
death. But here the problems begin: if the struggle had not taken place,
recognition would always have remained “outside” of the human
subject, in the other human subject. But, with the death of one of the
combatants, there is no active recognition from that other subject, who
no longer exists. What is the solution to this conundrum? It would
appear to be the “giving in” of one of the combatants in the struggle to
death, so, instead of losing their life, they lose freedom and become a
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slave. The “master” now has a subject who recognizes his or her superi-
ority and therefore identity. Charles Taylor writes that: “The full
relation of master and slave has to be understood with the aid of a third
term, material reality” (1989: 154). In other words, the master
consumes his or her surroundings, the material goods that the slave
produces through hard struggle. As Taylor says: “The master’s experi-
ence is of the lack of solid reality ... of things; the slave is the one who
experiences their independence and resistance as he works them”
(1989: 154). Ironically, this puts the slave in a potentially superior
position, because the master is recognized by a human being who has
no other recognition than through material things. This becomes an
indirect and “empty” recognition for the master, who wants to be
recognized, crudely speaking, by someone of the same stature. The
master has won and lost at the same time. The slave exists through and
for the master, and thus has a kind of indirect recognition, but one that
is also structured by the fear of death and the discipline of unending
work (1989: 154). Taylor argues that:

The short, three-page ... passage in which Hegel deals with this is one of the
most important in the Phenomenology of Spirit, for the themes are not only
essential to Hegel's philosophy but have had a longer career in an altered form
in Marxism. The underlying idea, that servitude prepares the ultimate liberation
of the slaves, and indeed general liberation, is recognizably preserved in
Marxism. But the Marxist notion of the role of work is also foreshadowed here.
(Taylor, 1989: 154-155)

The fear of death, for the slave, makes him or her aware of his situa-
tion, while the master becomes preoccupied with a passive
consumption; the transformation of his material reality through work
makes the slave aware that he can change his world, in comparison
with the master’s passivity. These two tied together — the fear of death
and world-transformation through work — initiate the true self-
consciousness that will lead to the slave’s ultimate liberation. As Hegel
argues, it is through work that the slave discovers a mind of his or her
own, and that mind can be used to transform the slave’s world in the
ways that he or she desires.

Hegel’s dialectic is a voracious thing: it is all-encompassing, all-
consuming. The philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889—-1976) argued
that the magnificence of the dialectic was because it wasn’t something
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like a mill, into which we pour our intellectual problems to be solved
by the operation of thesis, antithesis, synthesis (the individual
“moments” of the dialectic). Rather, our intellectual problems are
made apparent to us through, or because of, the workings of the
dialectic (another way of putting this is that the dialectic means we can
think in the first place) (Heidegger, 1988: 112). Put this way, it has an
uncanny knack of preceding and answering all intellectual movements
and ideas. So, with the master/slave narrative, the dialectic does not
somehow end or finish with the above outcome. Instead, we move on
to the next stage in human existence, where the dialectical process
starts all over again (we could say: the dialectic never rests). This is
where, for thinkers such as Bataille and Baudrillard, the bigger prob-
lems begin. How are we to think “outside” the dialectic? If it is a
process that never ends, you could say that there is no outside. How
are we to counter such an imposing, all-consuming philosophical
system? Perhaps the question might be: If it is such a successful system,
why might we want to counter it? A quick answer would suggest that
thinkers such as Bataille and Baudrillard are suspicious of totalizing
systems of thought — they argue that there are experiences in the
world that cannot be subsumed by the dialectic, and somehow operate
at its limits, working (potentially) to fracture the entire system, just as
a small crack in a large bell can ultimately destroy the entire structure.

BATAILLE VS HEGEL

In relation to this reading of Hegel, we can turn to the essay “The
Notion of Expenditure”, where Bataille tries to find a fracturing
process. He argues that modern society is utilitarian, with two main
strands of activity: the production and conservation of goods, and the
reproduction and conservation of human life (Bataille, 1985: 116).
Consumption must be conservative, not excessive, if it is to fit in with
this ethos. However, Bataille recognizes two categories of consump-
tion: the minimum consumption needed to continue the individual’s
productive life and that of “unproductive expenditures”, of which we
are given some examples: “luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construc-
tion of sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual
activity ...”. Bataille argues that all of these activities have “no end
beyond themselves” (1985: 118). A good example is Peter Weiss’ play
Marat/ Sade, which Baudrillard translated in 1965. Cohen comments on
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“the play’s turbulent sequence of dance, pantomime, songs, and lita-
nies, performing acrobats, heroic tableaux, and by its displays of heated
revolutionary rhetoric disrupted by scenes of grotesque violence and
sexual excess” (Cohen, 1998: xiv). Its scenes of violence and excess are
not arbitrary, rather they are linked to the Marquis de Sade’s ecigh-
teenth-century anti-Enlightenment drive, replacing the highest values
of knowledge and reason with eroticism. So what we have with expen-
diture and “unproductive activity” is a notion that might be resistant to
totalizing systems such as the dialectic, because wasteful activity is
difficult to bring back “within” rigid systems of thought and behaviour.
At the very least, expenditure brings us to the limits of the dialectic.

Bataille’s most famous example of the notion of expenditure is that
of the Canadian northwest coast native process called the potlatch. The
potlatch is a ceremony that usually takes place at transitional moments
such as puberty, weddings and funerals. The fundamental process
involves the giving of excessive gifts to the attendees, gifts that have
considerable value. Bataille notes that:

Potlatch excludes all bargaining and, in general, is constituted by a consider-
able gift of riches, offered openly and with the goal of humiliating, defying and
obligating a rival. The exchange value of the gift results from the fact that the
donee, in order to efface the humiliation and respond to the challenge, must
satisfy the obligation (incurred by him at the time of acceptance) to respond
later with a more valuable gift, in other words to return with interest.

(1985: 121)

What interests Bataille is the fact that giving is not the only component
in the potlatch; a more powerful act is that of the destruction of
wealth, which reunites the potlatch “... with religious sacrifice, since
what is destroyed is theoretically offered to the mythical ancestors of
the donees” (1985: 121).

Clearly, this is not a system which reaches the ideal of non-exchange
and thus anti-utilitarianism, or a kind of pure loss (which presumably
would halt the dialectic in its tracks). Instead, it is one which operates at
the limits of the utilitarian, crossing back and forth between the
economic and the uneconomic, the rational and the spiritual, the
productive and the unproductive. Thus Bataille notes how wealth is not
ultimately lost by the potlatch, but actually inflated (it works like
credit in this sense); but such inflation of wealth is as it were a side
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effect of the institution of potlatch, and it is not the result when phys-
ical destruction takes place because there is spiritual, not material,
gain: “... wealth appears as an acquisition to the extent that power is
acquired by a rich man, but it is entirely directed toward loss in the
sense that this power is characterized as power to lose. It is only
through loss that glory and honor are linked to wealth” (1985: 122).
Baudrillard recognizes Bataille as a key thinker who can go beyond
the strictures of Hegel and Marx not in a simplistic sense of “opposing”
Hegel or Marx (because then as an “antithesis” such opposition can be
subsumed by the dialectic to reach a “higher” position which has
conserved the original values in the process), but in the more radical,
creative sense of working at the limits of Hegelian and/or Marxist
thought. Later, we will see how Baudrillard uses the notion of expendi-
ture or waste (dépense) in his book Consumer Society, and how the
potlatch relates to the notion of “symbolic exchange” (see Chapter 3).

INFLUENCE OF MAY 1968 AND VIETNAM

The interest in Bataille amongst French thinkers signalled a wider
interest in anthropology. Behind Bataille’s notion of expenditure or
waste, we find a work of anthropology by Marcel Mauss (1872—1950)
called The Gift. And with the move of French thought away from Sartre
because of a reaction against authorized modes of political thought, we
find the structuralist anthropologist Claude Leévi-Strauss (1908-). In
1958, Levi-Strauss had published a book which many would claim as
deeply influential — the book was called Anthropologie structurale
(Structural Anthropology), a manifesto for a movement that would gain
rapid strength.

STRUCTURALISM

An intellectual movement that paid particular attention to the theories of
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), who made a number of key assertions
in a lecture series delivered at the University of Geneva, published
posthumously as the Cours de linguistique générale (1915; published in
English 1971). Saussure argued that the sign was composed of a signifier
(“sound-image”) and signified (“concept”). His key point, however, was
that signs do not stand in for things, or objects in the world, and that the
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connection between a sign, such as ‘“cat”, and the object in the world,
such as a furry domestic animal, is arbitrary. What this means is that the
sign functions, or works for us, because it is part of a system of signs. The
system generates or “makes” meaning, and it does this through differ-
ence. In other words, the sign “cat” has a meaning because in the system
we call “language”, it is different from the sign “dog”. Note that we do not
have to discuss furry domestic animals to think about the generation of
meaning here. Structuralists are interested in the way that sign-systems
work. There are many sign-systems to explore, from advertising to culinary
systems (different cultural approaches to food). However, structuralists
usually go beyond the “semiotic” level of signs themselves, to think about
the way such systems function in the world, in relation to other issues
such as ideology or philosophy. Also, the structuralist approach can be
taken to mean a general interest in systems, or a way of perceiving
cultural artefacts, events and theories as systems. For example, the early
works of the famous French theorist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) were
widely regarded as structuralist, although he strenuously denied this.

POSTSTRUCTURALISM

If Saussure had identified some radical ways of thinking about language
and signs (e.g. meaning is “arbitrary”), it was the poststructuralist
thinkers Derrida, Foucault and Lacan who examined the impact or effect of
this radicality upon the world. Derrida examined the philosophical atti-
tudes to writing and issued his infamous statement that “there is nothing
outside the text”; Foucault examined the histories of madness, incarcera-
tion and sexuality, to show the links between power and knowledge; and
Lacan re-read Sigmund Freud (the inventor of psychoanalysis), theorizing
the “mirror stage” and the importance of the symbolic. Followers of these
and other continental theorists are loosely termed “poststructuralist”;
their ideas came to the fore in the 1980s with the rise of “theory” in univer-
sity humanities departments.

In a cartoon sketch by Maurice Henry published in La Quinzaine
Littéraire in 1967, we see four central structuralist thinkers: Michel
Foucault, Jacques Lacan (1901—1981), Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roland
Barthes (1915-1980). The last two were the men who would be
considered structuralist through and through; the first two were



heavily influenced by structuralist theories, and are known as poststruc-
turalists because of this influence and the fact that they then went
beyond it. Foucault, in his early work, claimed affinities which he
would later deny, and Lacan, the psychoanalytical thinker, used struc-
turalism to produce his seminar series published as Ecrits. Didier
Eribon notes that, since the beginning of the 1960s in France,

. every issue of every intellectual review not dedicated entirely to it had
contained at least some mention of structuralism: structuralism and Marxism,
structuralism against Marxism, structuralism and existentialism, structuralism
against existentialism. Some promoted it; some opposed it; some were deter-
mined to come up with a synthesis. Everybody, in every area of intellectual life,
took a position. Rarely had culture bubbled and seethed with more intensity.

(1991: 160)

One of the key issues which culture “bubbled and seethed” about was
that of the “system”. Lacan had argued that the unconscious was struc-
tured like a language, and it would generally be agreed within
structuralist circles that the human subject is born into systems of
meaning, This is a reversal of what is known as the liberal humanist
position, where the human subject has “essential” qualities, and “genius”
that can generate significant meanings or works of art which project
such essentiality. Another way of thinking about this position is in rela-
tion to biographical criticism, which often argues that all the “meaning”
in a series of novels or paintings, for example, can be traced back to
the person who constructed them. The structuralist position would
argue that human beings are already part of systems of thought that
enable them to construct various works, and so on. If the system
precedes the subject, then the liberal humanist genius or more general
conception of “man” is effaced, “like a face drawn in sand at the edge of
the sea”, as Foucault writes at the close of The Order of Things in 1966
(published in English 1974). Structuralism also rejects Hegelian tele-
ology, or the notion that the signification of something is generated by
its goal or end (a teleological system must keep moving forwards).
Think about the fact that Baudrillard lived through the implementation
of the Monnet Plans (see pp. 2—3) — they demanded that people direct
their working lives according to a system. The French subject would
be defined through his or her relation to the Plans, which in turn had
meaning because of their goal (modernization and greater productivity).
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It is worth considering the fact that structuralist debates in the class-
rooms and lecture theatres had a direct relation to changes in society,
and that theorists such as Baudrillard would have experienced the
knock-on effects of such changes in everyday life.

John Ardagh notes how the publication of Michel Foucault’s Les Mots
et les choses (The Order of Things) sent minor shockwaves throughout
French society because of its perceived message replacing Nietzsche’s
and Sartre’s atheistic approaches (the now notorious notion of the
“death of God”) with the “death of man” (1977: 549). Just as Sartre had
attacked Lévi-Strauss, now Foucault would attack Sartre, saying that
Sartre’s “La critique de la raison dialectique is the magnificent and pathetic
effort of a nineteenth-century man to conceive of the twentieth
century” (Eribon, 1991: 161). Sartre’s readings of literature and
literary figures also came under attack, because he had interpreted
fictional works in terms of political engagement. The new approach to
literary criticism and structuralist or poststructuralist philosophical
enquiry, which would later be simply called “theory”, rejected the
notion of “engagement” in a simplistic sense. Thus the critics gathered
in the journal Tel Quel (1960—1983) would first move away from Sartre
simply by focusing on literature, and then arguing that “engagement”
could be read at the level of form (Ffrench, 1995: 35). During this
period, academic disputes gained notoriety and newspaper headlines.
For example, the dispute between Roland Barthes and Raymond Picard
(a Sorbonne lecturer) was essentially about the differences between
traditional literary approaches and the new theory. However, “theory”
as such was not completely uniform and homogencous: it, too, had its
divisions, and they would become clearer as the 1960s progressed. The
“clash of cultures” would be repeated from another perspective in
1968, with the question:

... as to whether the “spontaneous” and “active” uprising of May 1968 had, or
had not, disproved the whole determinist basis [that choices are made in
advance because of a system] of structuralism. Anti-structuralists eagerly
seized on the May explosion as a chance to refute a philosophy they hated.
(Ardagh, 1977: 550)

Baudrillard was teaching at Nanterre at the time of the 1968 student
uprising — exactly where it started, putting him, to use Mike Gane’s
phrase, “at the centre of the brewing storm” (Gane, 1993: 2). At this
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time Baudrillard was questioning Marxism from a structuralist
perspective, the latter being applied in his 1968 thesis publication The
System of Objects. So which side of the structuralist debate does
Baudrillard argue from in May 1968? Can we analyse whether May
1968 refutes or confirms the structuralist position, providing
Baudrillard with a model to work from, or with, in later analyses and
publications?

VIETNAM
As noted, in 1968 Baudrillard published a French translation of Weiss’

play Discours sur la genése et le déroulement de la trés longue guerre de libéra-
tion du Vietnam, translated into English as the slightly less unwieldy
Discourse on Vietnam (translated by Geoffrey Skelton in 1970). Weiss’
play was a powerful, Marxist condemnation of the war in Vietnam,
directly implicating and attacking American involvement. Unlike the
complex aesthetics of expenditure found in Marat/Sade, in this play
Weiss suggests that the capitalist system expends or “wastes” economic
surplus to defend its own imperialist regime. The play does not just
condemn American aggression in Vietnam, it also highlights the fact
that this was the first real “television” war. Through the media, the
propaganda machine was brought into conflict with the dissemination
of critical, anti-war perspectives. We will turn to Baudrillard’s
commentary on the media and May 1968 below (see pp. 21—24). For
the moment, we can see how Weiss’ play embodies the position taken
by activists and especially student activists across the world as the
Vietnam War (1959-1973) became an international issue. Some
commentators have argued that this international sense of student
revolt and rejection of authority embodied by attitudes towards the US
led to more local or national unrest, such as we find in France. Others
have argued that more mundane issues were primarily responsible for
local activity. Maurice Larkin notes that an opinion poll of French
students taken in November 1968 “... revealed that 56 per cent
believed that the May upheavals essentially represented anxiety over
future employment, 35 per cent felt that inadequate university facili-
ties were primarily to blame, while only 12 per cent saw it as an
attempt to transform society” (1991: 318). Perhaps another way of
formulating this opinion poll is in relation to the way an idealizing,
modernizing, force in French society had come up against the archaic
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structures of a previous age: nowhere was this more apparent than in
the education system.

EDUCATION AND REVOLUTION

Belated educational reforms in line with the modernizing society came
most forcefully in 1965, with the work of the Minister for Education,
Christian Fouchet. The main impetus was in the realm of the baccalau-
réat, which was the highly academic passport to university and later
employment. The main criticism of the baccalauréat was that it was too
rigid in terms of subject matter and left students who failed it without
vocational training, Fouchet was largely responsible for updating the
baccalauréat, removing huge chunks of philosophical material and
updating it with modern subjects such as economics and sociology
(Ardagh, 1977: 469—470). The baccalauréat system did, however, guar-
antee entrance to university if a student passed, unlike the more
selective procedures found in countries such as Britain, and this in turn
led to extensive drop-out rates amongst undergraduate students.
Between 1967 and 1968, for example, France had increased its student
number by 56,000, to over 500,000, but the failure rate was over 50
per cent (Larkin, 1991: 318-319). The student numbers may have
expanded, but institutional resources, buildings, materials and new
teachers were all lagging behind. New universities were constructed,
as well as an “overspill” campus for Paris University, called Nanterre,
where Baudrillard taught from 1966. The environment at Nanterre has
been described as bleak and inhuman, “a desert of glass and steel”
(Ardagh, 1977: 501). It was the political activists studying there who
really shook the place up: Daniel Cohn-Bendit is the name most
frequently cited in relation to the unrest at Nanterre amongst the
Anarchist, Trotskyite and Maoist groups. With the 1968 attempted
assassination of the German student radical leader Rudi Dutschke by
right-wingers in Berlin, student unrest exploded. Nanterre militants
moved their activities to the Sorbonne after the closure of Nanterre on
2 May (Larkin, 1991: 320). Was student unrest the sign of a bigger,
possibly global, desire for political revolution? Would this put to rest
structuralist notions of powerfully embedded systems that organize
society? Most commentators note how the mainly middle-class student
uprising did intersect with working-class concerns to a certain extent.
But this intersection was short-lived and never really anything more, as
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Cohn-Bendit suggested, with his “revolutionary detonation” theory
(Larkin, 1991: 321). In other words, the student uprising would
“trigger” or initiate a series of bigger political events, which in itself
suggests that the students and workers were not as coordinated as tele-
vision pictures of the unrest might have made apparent. This is not to
say that strikes on a vast scale did not occur; as Larkin notes, “... by
20th May a large segment of the private sector was also in the grip of a
general strike, and overall numbers escalated within a few days to a
staggering ten million” (1991: 323). Riot police engaged in aggressive
tactics, and public unrest intensified. By 24 May, riots and demonstra-
tions were occurring throughout France, not just the capital. It would
be accurate to say that the student uprising of 1968 coincided with
more general concerns in the country, such as the 1967 recession and
the rise in unemployment numbers; union action increased to the
boiling point of 1968. But the workers were demanding something
quite different from the radical student activists, who were arguing,
crudely speaking, for conditions that the workers never really felt
applied to them: better educational conditions, and/or widespread
political revolution. The unions wanted everyday conditions to improve
for their members, and the political backlash in June, with de Gaulle’s
triumphant reaffirmation of power, came after the return of most
workers to the factory floor (Larkin, 1991: 323-327).

Baudrillard comments upon the 1968 uprising in a chapter called
“Requiem for the Media” in his book For a Critique of the Political
Economy of the Sign (1972). He calls the transgressive student action at
Nanterre in May “symbolic™:

... at a given time in a given place, an act of radical rupture was invented — or
... a particular response was invented there, where the institutions of adminis-
trative and pedagogical power were engaged in a private oratoria and
functioned precisely to interdict any answer.

(1981: 174)

Baudrillard is suggesting here that the university is a site of knowledge
transmission, with no inbuilt space for exchanges of views or alterna-
tive positions. Indeed, in relation to this, one of the key concerns with
the baccalauréat system leading up to university was that it was so
intense, with such a large volume of material to be passed on to
the students, that the teacher primarily became a one-way street of
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information, with little or no dialogue in the classroom or elsewhere,
e.g. social events or sports. Baudrillard, however, is pointing to a wider
conception of the ideological problems involved in the university
system, which functions in the pre-1968 scenario by a code that denies
response or exchange at a fundamental level (in other words, instead of
being the result of a problem, like the baccalauréat, the problem is
“inbuilt”). The events at Nanterre are “symbolic” because they “rupture”
this transmission of the code; they not only disrupt the economy of
learning, but they attempt to install dialogue instead of the academic
monologues they replace. The “symbolic” is a notion which functions
like Bataille’s “waste” or “excess” — the notion of expenditure that
attempts to fracture the Hegelian dialectic. The excessive nature of the
student unrest generates a large part of its effects: it is extremely spec-
tacular in its disruption and “destruction” of normal everyday society.
The “event” itself is symbolic, not the larger-scale series of events or
“results”, which the media and others then try and control through
their interpretations.

Baudrillard asks: What was the role of the media in the 1968
uprising? He argues that the naive position is to conceive of the media
as cither oppressive and in need of reform (even taking over), or as
helping the political unrest by spreading or disseminating the political
message. Both of these positions are, according to him, simply incor-
rect. He states:

May '68 will serve well enough as an example. Everything would lead us to
believe in the subversive impact of the media during this period. Suburban
radio stations and newspapers spread the student action everywhere. If the
students were the detonators, the media were the resonators. Furthermore, the
authorities quite openly accused the media of “playing the revolutionary
game.” ... | would say to the contrary that the media have never discharged
their responsibilities with more efficiency, and that ... in their function of
habitual social control, they were right on top of the action.

(1981: 173)

What is wrong with the media disseminating knowledge of the events?
The answer is that what should have a “natural” rhythm — the unfolding
of a complex number of actions as people make their own decision to
join the students — is vastly accelerated by the media. The media is
interested only in a singular image of “revolution” which can be repro-
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duced endlessly; in acceleration and reproduction of the singular, the
complexities of events on the street are “short-circuited” and thus
degraded. Further, the type of communicative exchange that
Baudrillard idealizes at Nanterre and on the streets is apparently avail-
able via the media: but this is an illusion, since the media ... are what
always prevents response, making all processes of exchange impossible ...
except in the various forms of response simulation, themselves inte-
grated in the transmission process ...” (1981: 170). In other words, the
media itself is a one-way street, or its form is analogous to precisely
those educational structures that the students were reacting against. In
discussing the power of such a one-way street, Baudrillard refers in
passing, without explaining further, to how in “primitive” societies,
power belongs to those who give but cannot be repaid; we will come
back to this below (and clearly we can think about this intersection or
economy of power/knowledge in relation to the work of Foucault).
Does Baudrillard give an example of a media which escapes all of these
problems? In a passage which is regarded by many critics as naive, and
perhaps slightly absurd (given his later work), Baudrillard does make

some suggestions:

The real revolutionary media during May were the walls and their speech, the
silk-screen posters and the hand-painted notices, the street where speech
began and was exchanged — everything that was an immediate inscription,
given and returned, spoken and answered, mobile in the same space and time,
reciprocal and antagonistic. The street is, in this sense, the alternative and
subversive form of the mass media, since it isn’t, like the latter, an objectified
support for answerless messages, a transmission system at a distance.

(1981: 176)

Thus, to try and take over (or reverse the processes) of the media is
futile, because its form remains the same, and that is precisely what
Baudrillard is analysing here. Baudrillard, like Bataille, is interested in
the marginal reaching of the limits, where institutionalized structures
are shaken and possibly destroyed. In Baudrillard’s later work on post-
modernism, we will see this optimism fade, although limits are still
discussed and explored.

In using elements of structural analysis and anthropological knowl-
edge to analyse the role of the media during May 1968, Baudrillard is
suggesting that the structuralist vs Marxism oppositional question is

BEGINNINGS: FRENCH THOUGHT IN THE 1960s 23


dario
Evidenziato

dario
Evidenziato

dario
Evidenziato

dario
Evidenziato

dario
Evidenziato


24 KEY IDEAS

too simply put. Rejecting simplistic political models of “overturning”,
Baudrillard in the process also critiques contemporary communication
theory. Many of the issues that occur later in Baudrillard’s work are
already present here, such as the notion of simulation (see Chapter 5),
where the media are “simulating” audience or “participant” response
(e.g the so-called “public referendum”). We could argue that, while
Baudrillard clearly values a communicative situation that ruptures simu-
lation, with a return as such to symbolic exchange relating to
premodern (or “primitive”) society, he is also aware of the anachro-
nistic nature of such a rupture. The modernizing of France, in large
part via the successive Monnet Plans, was by 1968 a virtually irre-
versible process. The Monnet Plans were themselves preprogrammed
simulations of success: once launched into the public domain, it was up
to “reality” to fall into line with the indicative future. Looking at
Baudrillard’s System of Objects, we can see how the new materials of
modern France are those which would hardly have been noticed by
Hegelians, existentialists and Marxists. As a thinker and writer working
in the intersecting intellectual domains sketched out above, however,
Baudrillard is able to locate the areas of contemporary life that are in
need of analysis. Thus we find him meditating on modular furniture
and glass, antiques, gadgets and robots, to pick just a few subjects from
his 1968 publication. Perhaps it is here that we can trace an early
interest in America; a technocratic France knew that it had much to
learn from the most modern nation in the world, but the French also
feared the possible damage to their own culture that could result from
too close an involvement in the US (Ardagh, 1977: 704). The following
chapter examines the central role of technology in Baudrillard’s

thought.



SUMMARY

We have seen in this chapter how the dominance of Hegel in postwar
France led initially to the prevalence of Marxism and existentialism.
Hyppolite, who translated Hegel, was also the teacher of some of the new
thinkers, such as Derrida and Foucault. They were interested in different
ways of intersecting reactions to Hegel with structuralism. A key figure
for the new thinkers was Bataille, whose theories of “unproductive expen-
diture” and excessive behaviour were aimed at countering the Hegelian
dialectic. Baudrillard regarded the political unrest of May 1968, with
student and worker uprisings, as something that tested the opposing
theories of Marxism and structuralism. He suggested that the two theo-
ries needed to be brought together, in the process identifying new areas
of intellectual analysis in modern France.
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THE TECHNOLOGICAL
SYSTEM OF OBJECTS

One of the keys to Baudrillard’s work is the analysis of technology
explored in his first published book, The System of Objects, which is the
focus here. This chapter first examines Baudrillard’s notions of speed,
“fuzzy” logic and automatism, and then goes on to examine the “gizmo”
and the “gadget”, thinking about the ways in which the technological
object becomes designed according to human fantasy and desire.
Technology is then related to some early versions of Baudrillard’s
notion of “the symbolic”, and the argument concludes with a mapping
out of the new technological space of the “hypermarket”.

TECHNOLOGY

One of the key components that structures the postmodern world (or
psyche) is technology. From the earliest science fiction novel, tech-
nology has stood in for the future, the radically new or different, and
the obsession of all ultramodern socicties. We define our societies by
the technologies used, be that definition “stone age” or “computer age”,
and generally fit such descriptions into linear, progressive models of
technological advancement. But we are also aware that narratives of
progression rarely examine the fuzzy edges of technology — the built-in
redundancy of consumer objects, the ways in which outmoded medi-
cines and military technologies are offloaded to the developing world,
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the ways in which ideological battles are supported (or generated) by
technology races, from the Cold War to Star Wars (SDI), and so on.
While there is a disjunction in the West between those who embrace
new technologies (e.g. the current expansion of genetic engineering in
crops) and those who reject them (e.g. the rise in the eco-protester),
such a massive either/or binary fracturing rarely goes beyond the
grand narratives of technology as redemptive (saving the world) or
apocalyptic (destroying the world). Some theorists have argued that
postmodernity itself splits into those who support “soft” and “hard”
technologies; the former may involve a return to premodern agricul-
tural practices synthesized with the best in contemporary knowledge
of crop production, the latter may involve a vision of a cybernetic
future, where the merging of organic and artificial worlds is achieved
through new computer technologies. All of these options and concepts
of technology have fascinated Baudrillard, especially the ways in which
the subject experiences technology as part of everyday life in the
present. It goes without saying that Baudrillard critiques the grand
narratives of technological progression and apocalypse, preferring
instead to map out in minute detail the impact of technological
objects. In Chapter 4, we will discuss the shift in Baudrillard’s work
from notions of production to those of consumption and the way in
which this leads to a critique of Marxism. In this chapter we will
examine the role technological objects have played in Baudrillard’s
work, especially in relation to the transition from modern to post-
modern society.

MODERNISM

An artistic movement that began at the turn of the twentieth century, and
was heavily influenced by the events and experiences of World War |
(1914-1918). In the art world there were many modernist movements,
including Cubism, Futurism, Vorticism, Surrealism and Primitivism. All of
these movements reflected the new ways that human beings existed in,
and experienced, an industrialized, technological world. For example,
Cubism fractures or shatters the human form, while Futurism celebrates
the speed of the factory production line and the automobile. In literature,
modernists were intensely interested in Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis,
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and explored the interior subjectivity with new techniques such as interior
monologue and stream of consciousness. Key authors include T.S. Eliot
(The Waste Land), James Joyce (Ulysses) and Virginia Woolf (Mrs Dalloway
and To the Lighthouse).

EMERGENCE OF A CONSUMER SOCIETY

One of Baudrillard’s most sustained analyses of technological objects
occurs in The System of Objects. But it would be a mistake to read this
analysis in terms of comments on postmodernism. In The System of
Objects Baudrillard is looking at the emergence of consumer society in
the newly modernized or “modern” France. America is a model for
France at this stage, but it is still a fairly distant one, without the imme-
diacy of the later texts. Further, Baudrillard is still deeply concerned
with other models — those of production — and he has yet to work out
a more coherent theory of consumption. In many respects it is as if he
is mapping out the consumer world in advance of the critique of
Marxism, and it is in the process of “mapping” that the tools for that
critique will be found.

Using a fairly traditional notion of the shift towards automatism,
Baudrillard starts to theorize the modern, mechanistic object. In
looking at the craze for antiques, Baudrillard notes how whatever is
lacking in the human subject is invested in the object (1997: 82). For
example, someone who desires social status might buy a stately home,
or, on a smaller scale, the art objects that would be found in a stately
home, such as “ancestral” portraits, which the new owner passes off as
belonging to his or her own family. There is a further complication,
though: the form of the object is not necessarily related to its utili-
tarian function. In the example of the huge American cars of the
1950s, with massive “tail fins”, the fins themselves represent speed, but
in actuality are counterproductive in terms of drag and the real
velocity attainable — the fins are thus representative of a fantasy of
aerodynamics (e.g, based upon the shape of aeroplanes):

Tail fins were a sign not of real speed but of a sublime, measureless speed.
They suggested a miraculous automatism, a sort of grace. It was the presence
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of these fins that in our imagination propelled the car, which, thanks to them,
seemed to fly along of its own accord ...
(1997: 69)

The speed generated by these fins is thus “absolute”; that is, speed
which can never degenerate into the real because it belongs to the
abstracted hyperreal.

HYPERREAL

Baudrillard argues that there are three levels of simulation, where the first
level is an obvious copy of reality and the second level is a copy so good
that it blurs the boundaries between reality and representation. The third
level is one which produces a reality of its own without being based upon
any particular bit of the real world. The best example is probably “virtual
reality”, which is a world generated by computer languages or code.
Virtual reality is thus a world generated by mathematical models which
are abstract entities. It is this third level of simulation, where the model
comes before the constructed world, that Baudrillard calls the hyperreal.

An example of “absolute” speed is the contemporary public-road
“sports car”, which actually goes slower than, or at the same speed as, a
turbo-charged family saloon; the family saloon looks like the slower of
the two and would never be owned by someone who wants to be iden-
tified as “living in the fast lane”. The latter person has bought into the
“absolute” speed represented by the form of his or her vehicle, not the
actual performance on the motorway or when stuck in heavy traffic in
the city. The wider point that Baudrillard is making is that the “miracu-
lous automatism” represented by the functionally useless tail fins is
seriously counterproductive, yet becomes a necessity for the consumer
via the manufacturer’s promise that here is something progressively
“better” to own (these tail fins are bigger so this car is closer to
fulfilling your dreams). Automatism is presented to the consumer as
technological progression, whereas Baudrillard immediately critiques
it, with reference to what now seems like an incredibly archaic
example: the shift from the automobile starting handle to battery-
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operated ignition. Baudrillard argues that this shift unnecessarily
complicates the automobile as machine, making it dependent upon a
battery which is “external” to the mechanical system, making it more
prone to failure — e.g. a dead battery means that the car cannot be
casily started — and simply more complicated. However, in terms of
the grand narrative of technological progression, cars with starting
handles now seem hilariously outmoded and outdated, belonging to
distant memories of Keystone Cops movies and museum pieces,
whereas electronic ignition is a marker of the modern. The grand
narrative, which touts automatism as the vector of progression, subor-
dinates “real” functionality to the stercotype of functionality. What
Baudrillard means by this is that the ideal of abstracted automatism —
e.g. perfected distant ease of use and ideal speed — dictates how the
machine will be built, even if it means sacrificing some other improve-
ment or radical design difference. As an example of this we can think
about the way in which manufacturers resisted the introduction of
unleaded petrol in Britain, which belonged to another forthcoming
grand narrative, that of environmental and ecological protection.

“FUZZY” LOGIC

The next shift in the technological object that Baudrillard discusses is
that of “indeterminacy”, or the fuzzy logic which allows a machine to
respond to random outside information (1997: 111). Instead of the
closed systems that automatism generates in the example of the
abstracted teleology of the automobile, indeterminate machines are
open-ended systems. An example of such an open-ended system might
be an environmentally friendly temperature control system in an office
building that responds automatically to changes in the weather rather
than needing internal, human control. However, such a system is still
dominated by the abstract ideal of automatism (the building works by
itself), however open to change it might be, and it is this aspect of the
technological object that Baudrillard argues gives the subject the most
pleasure: “For the user, automatism means a wondrous absence of
activity, and the enjoyment this procures is comparable to that derived,
on another plane, from seeing without being seen: an esoteric satisfac-
tion experienced at the most everyday level” (1997: 111). The
automated machine working away by itself and able to make basic deci-
sions of its own is inevitably seen to be analogous to the subject, which
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becomes “a new anthropomorphism” (like a human being). Where
carlier modern technologies were concerned with the utilitarian
reproduction of more efficient tools and enclosing technologies, such
as the office and home environment, the new anthropomorphic tech-
nologies are concerned with autonomous consciousness, abstracted
power and identity. But, again, this may appear to be a radical step
forwards in the grand narrative of progression, whereas in reality, for
Baudrillard, this is another moment of standing still. Automatism now
has the human subject as the ideal to be striving towards, and the
human subject becomes the next barrier to the development of the
technological object, because of the “oversignification” of the human
subject:

Man, for his part, by automating his objects and rendering them multi-func-
tional instead of striving to structure his practices in a fluid and open-ended
manner, reveals in a way what part he himself plays in a technical society: that
of the most beautiful all-purpose object, that of an instrumental object.

(1997: 112)

In other words, the subject not only blocks the development of the
technological object but is revealed to be an object himself or herself
within contemporary society.

FUNCTIONALITY

In the modern age, how functional are the technological objects that
surround us? Have they penetrated our everyday practices to make a
substantive difference to the way we lead our lives, or is this difference
one of surface effect, ornamentation? Baudrillard announces in The
System of Objects that in many respects it is the baroque that is the truly
inaugurating moment of the modern age. In other words, there is no
true development of the technological object, just a kind of abstraction
(objects become mere lifestyle accessories), which Baudrillard equates
with the architectural style of ornamentation that prevailed in Europe
from the late sixteenth to early eighteenth centuries. In the contempo-
rary world, the object is now taken over by the imaginary. Thus
automatism ... opens the door to a whole world of functional delu-
sion, to the entire range of manufactured objects in which a role is
played by irrational complexity, obsessive detail, eccentric technicity



or gratuitous formalism” (1997: 113).To say that technological objects
exist as ornamentation at whatever level is not to say that they don’t
have a function; in fact, the opposite is the case. In the baroque world
of technology, an object fulfils all the criteria for its usefulness simply
by functioning in the abstract sense. For example, a more powerful
computer may be used for the same simple word processing that was
performed on an older machine that cost a lot less money. The
machine’s “power” is abstract in that it is not really tested out or used
in any meaningful way. So we no longer have the question “What does
it do?” but instead the question “Does it work?” This latter is what can
be called a “hyperfunctionality”, because other questions follow, such as
“Does it work faster than the last model?”, even if speed of operation
has nothing to do with any real performance output or gain. In hyper-
functionality, the technological object is not practical, but obsessional;
not utilitarian, but functional (always in an abstract sense): the object
or gadget no longer serves the world, performing some useful task — it
serves us: our dreams and desires of what objects can and should do
(1997: 114). Baudrillard’s word for this “empty functionalism” is the
French word machin, meaning “thingumajig”, “thingumabob”, “whatsit”
or, as the translator of The System of Objects more satisfactorily puts it,
“gizmo” (1997: 114). The gizmo is an object that is not of any real or
genuine use to anyone and it also lacks a specifying name. Any number
of different objects can be “gizmos” (such as the plastic strips attached
to the back of cars popular in the 1980s to “remove” static electricity),
with no real scientific basis that they actually worked. This lack on
behalf of language (or lag behind the trend continually to produce new
gizmos) is perhaps representative of a conceptual lack, where the func-
tioning of the gizmo becomes mysterious. The gizmo is a myth-making
device because it operates not through clear logical reason, but
according to the fragmented personal mythologies of the individual
user — for example, the person who believes that an aeroplane only
really stays in the sky during a flight due to their own intense concen-
tration. In this fragmented sense of mystery and mythology the gizmo
is “worse” than, say, a religious icon, which represents an ordered
system of belief structured around an object. But is the gizmo there-
fore a degraded technological object, inferior to the machine? The
answer according to Baudrillard is that it is not, because it is an object
that operates in the imaginary rather than the real. We can see here a
division between the real and the hyperreal which has yet to be fully
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theorized (see Chapter 5 for more detail). The gizmo is constructed
according to the model of pure functioning, and a reality constructed
via models only is a postmodern “hyperreality”. Baudrillard suggests
that the gizmo represents the belief in the universality of technological
objects — this belief says that for every need there is a gizmo that will
provide assistance, and thus nature itself becomes automated. What
Baudrillard means by this can be thought through with the example he

“... electrical whatsit that extracts stones from fruit ...”

gives of the
that some people may have as a kitchen gadget. We have all bought
such gadgets, which purport to be incredibly useful but usually end up
crammed in a cupboard gathering dust or used once or twice a year
because we don’t have space for the gizmo and it takes more effort to
use the gizmo than remove fruit stones with a knife! However,
Baudrillard’s theoretical point is that the belief in the universal use of
gizmos means that nature (the fruit stone and beyond) becomes some-
thing that gizmos can always work upon to improve. The belief that
technology will always improve nature implies that nature is itself
constructed like a technological device. In the process of automatism,
the human subject universalizes itself as a functional being that can
always find satisfaction through the gizmo, whereas the gizmo is bound
up by that dream of functionality and thus reduced to the “...irra-
tionality of human determinants” (1996: 116). There is a resistance to
the former development, where people reject the interpenetration of
subject and technology, but the latter, the imposition of the functional
dream upon the possibilities of the technological object or gizmo, is
rarely, if ever, theorized. The dream of a perfectly working function-
ality of the world is transferred to the ideal perfectly working body.
While the Freudian strand of The System of Objects remains undevel-
oped, an interesting parallel between Baudrillard’s notion here and the
rise in popularity of “functionality drugs” such as Prozac and Viagra in
the 1990s, would suggest a fairly prescient reading on his behalf.

The technological object, it becomes clear, does not according to
Baudrillard embody the grand narratives of progression — instead, the
technological object is restricted by its anthropomorphic fashioning, its
interpenetration with the world of human fantasy and desire. In this
sense, the object is dysfunctional, held back from “true” development,
limited in its application and slotted into preprogrammed ideas. But
this is not the only way in which Baudrillard theorizes the object as
dysfunctional. With the example of the science fiction robot, which is



placed in the “pure realm of the gizmo” (1997: 119), there is always a
supplementary marker of difference, which foregrounds the fact that
the robot is both the technological object perfected and a mechanical
slave. A robot that reached its ideal would be able to do everything the
human subject could, including reproduction of the species and,
further, it would naturally efface the fact that it was a robot in the first
place, because its mimetic capabilities would be that of second-order
simulation. In other words, it would not be possible to distinguish
between the original and the copy. Baudrillard notes that this attain-
ment would lead to intense anxiety; such anxiety would be of the sort
that Philip K. Dick so expertly manipulates in his novel Do Androids
Dream of Electric Sheep?, now known through its film adaptation Blade
Runner. However, the robot’s supplementary markers of difference — a
metallic skin, gestures which are “... discrete, jerky and unhuman”, the
ability to process data at an abnormal speed, and so on — all lead to the
reassurance that the robot is not the human subject’s double (1997:
120). The robot is a castrated slave, always seen as the attainment of
perfection in terms of the technological object, but always falling short
of the attainment of humanity and concrete subjectivity. In terms of its
evolution, the robot is thus a dead end, and this is where for
Baudrillard all objects in our consumer world now arrive.

THE END OF THE SYMBOLIC

Technology, for Baudrillard, is the compensatory mode of being in a
world which has been deprived of the symbolic dimension. At times
hovering close to nostalgia, but aware of the problematic of this way of
thinking, Baudrillard argues that the relationship between the human
subject and processes of symbolic ritualized behaviour (including
work) has been divorced partly by the transference of gestural activity
to technological objects. Instead of the human subject being in the
world, it is now the object that is in the world, while the human
subject has become an idle spectator. Worse still, the complexity of the
world no longer occurs at the moment of symbolic exchange, such as
the potlatch, but resides instead in the everyday life of the technolog-
ical object (the object is more complex than the human subject and his
or her social existence/structures). But are technological objects, even
with their idealized functioning, completely divorced from the
symbolic? What about the fetishism of objects? Surely that has a
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symbolic dimension? And, thinking of the ways in which Baudrillard
depends so essentially on absolute expenditure and waste from the
Eurocentric narratives of primitivism, surely one of the key markers of
contemporary Western society is precisely wasteful expenditure? How
can Baudrillard keep asserting the end of the symbolic in these
instances?

PRIMITIVISM

An artistic movement that forms a part of modernism, but also an “atti-
tude” held towards other, non-Western cultures. Artists interested in
Primitivism used cultural artefacts from non-Western cultures, such as
Africa and the Native Americas, to feed into avant-garde aesthetics, such
as the use of Native masks in Cubism. Native peoples are seen via
Primitivism as somehow closer to nature, naive, “savage”, and untouched
by the rules and regulations of Western society. So-called “primitive”
peoples were in reality often part of highly autonomous, complex soci-
eties, with their own forms of religion, politics and aesthetics (e.g. the
First Nations of British Columbia, Canada).

Contemporary fetishism is analysed by Baudrillard in a number of
places, although the most condensed account is found in For a Critique
of the Political Economy of the Sign, where the Marxist notion of
commodity fetishism comes in for some criticism (although, at this
stage, for not saying enough about production). Baudrillard’s thesis is
that the word “fetishism” has a life of its own: instead of describing a
process whereby an object is endowed with magical properties (e.g. the
“primitive” fetish), the people who use the term are exposed in turn
for using non-reflectively a “magical thinking” (1981: 90). Commodity
fetishism is one of the grand narratives that is being teased apart here,
whereby the shift from concrete production and exchange is replaced
by abstracted labour relations and subsequent alienation.
Fundamentally, however, the term “fetishism” is rejected because of the
moral baggage it has carried since the Enlightenment: ... the whole
repertoire of occidental Christian and humanist ideology, as orches-
trated by colonists, ethnologists and missionaries” (1981: 88).
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THE ENLIGHTENMENT

Enlightenment thinking replaces mysticism with reason or the rational,
and a passive acceptance of the way the world is socially structured is
replaced with critical analysis and reappraisal. Beginning in the eigh-
teenth century, with the rise of scientific approaches to issues that had
previously belonged to religion, the Enlightenment became a movement
that sought to liberate humanity from class, religious and other forms of
oppression. In contemporary times, postmodernists have rejected
Enlightenment thinking as leading to an overdependence upon science
and technology, or the “grand narratives”, which argue that science and
technology will solve world problems such as famine. However, thinkers
such as Jurgen Habermas reject postmodernism as failing to provide
anything but a reinforcement of Capitalism and a detachment from prob-
lems in the real world of social relations.

In other words, the term “fetishism” has been used not simply to
describe “primitive” cultures and practices, but to condemn them,
especially for the notion of worshipping “false idols”. While Baudrillard
doesn’t mention that the rejection of fetishism is also an internal
policing matter for monotheistic religion (the worship of one god that
could potentially be disseminated and destroyed by an abundance of
concrete images worshipped in His place), he does pick up on the way
that fetishism has become a Metaphor for the analysis of “magical
thinking”, be it “primitive” or “contemporary” (1981: 88). In anthropo-
logical analysis, there is a reversal that the analysts are themselves
unaware of: “primitive” fetishism involves notions of energy transfer,
capture and beneficial control by the tribal group. This process is called
here a “‘rationalization’ of the world” (1981: 89). The reversal comes
about by the suggestion that anthropologists are, in the process of their
pseudo-scientific work, doing much the same thing with their subjects,
containing the critical energy that is found in the so-called “primitive”
society. This criticism parallels that found in Wittgenstein’s “Remarks
on Fraser’s Golden Bough”, discussed briefly in Chapter 3. The reversal
can be applied, furthermore, to “modern industrial society”:

What else is intended by the concept of “commodity fetishism” if not the
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notion of a false consciousness devoted to the worship of exchange value (or,
more recently, the fetishism of gadgets or objects, in which individuals are
supposed to worship artificial libidinal or prestige values incorporated in the
object)?

(Baudrillard, 1981: 89)

In other words, it is not a case of saying that exchange-value is
fetishistic and thus false, in turn revealing that use-value underlies such
alienation; rather, all fetishistic activity is based upon the fascination of
signs. Instead of perceiving the contemporary fetish for consumer
objects or the body as something with symbolic value, the whole
process is here perceived as emptied of value:

... the subject is trapped in the factitious, differential, encoded, systematized
aspect of the object. It is not the passion (whether of objects or subjects) for
substances that speaks in fetishism, it is the passion for the code, which by
governing both objects and subjects, and by subordinating them to itself,
delivers them up to abstract manipulation. This is the fundamental articulation
of the ideological process: not in the projection of alienated consciousness into
various superstructures, but in the generalization at all levels of a structural
code.

(1981: 92)

With the current obsession for ever more powerful technological
gizmos and gadgets, with their almost instantly built-in obsolescence
(such as personal computers that are not powerful enough to run the
“latest” software), a huge number of such objects are doomed not for
actual use but fairly rapid disposal: such objects are waste. Even as we
go out to buy our latest gizmo, or boast about its “configuration”, we
know that the gizmo is doomed: tomorrow brings the next upgraded model.
Our consumption is simultaneously destruction, however long we try to
put off the fateful moment. (We are also aware that a small, bizarre,
group of people are infinitely putting off buying their gizmo precisely
because the next model will be more powerful and less expensive; as
such these people step permanently outside of the circuit of consump-
tion as waste and waste as consumption, living in a strangely archaic
world.) It is not just at the personal level that objects are “wasted”: the
biggest waste of all in Western society comes via expenditure on the
latest military technology. Military objects have an analogous life span



of zero (they are inevitably outmoded the moment they come off the
production line), with the added advantage that they can be destroyed,
exhausted, worn out, and so on, on the battlefield, or sold to the
Developing World. The huge disparity between Western and non-
Western military technology does cause problems (war becomes too
easy, so to speak), and this leads to hyperreal wars as discussed in the
chapters on postmodernism (Chapters 5, 6 and 7). But does either this
personal or public expenditure have any symbolic value?

In The Consumer Society (1988b), Baudrillard asserts that not only
does the Western world need its objects to construct an identity but,
more fundamentally, it needs to destroy those objects. Thus the shift in
the media from interest in heroes of production to heroes of consump-
tion, or, as Baudrillard puts it, those “dinosaurs” whose excessively
wasteful lives dominate popular culture. But there is also a more
cautionary, moralistic message that says that excessive, wasteful
consumption is “bad”, damaging to the environment (but not the
economy). Waste in this latter sense is seen as the excessive, insane
action of subjects living for the present, damaging irreparably a finite
reserve of common resources. Clearly, in The Consumer Society, this
moralistic analysis of waste comes under suspicion and is reviewed
with a “sociological” analysis, suggesting that excessive consumption is
a universal. Referring to the potlatch and the wasteful expenditure of
the aristocratic classes, the suggestion is that contemporary utilitari-
anism needs to be re-evaluated in terms of this universal:

. waste, far from being an irrational residue, takes on a positive function,
taking over where rational utility leaves off to play its part in a higher social
functionality — a social logic in which waste even appears ultimately as the
essential function, the extra degree of expenditure, superfluity, the ritual
uselessness of “expenditure for nothing” becoming the site of production of
values, differences and meanings on both the individual and the social level.

(1998b: 43)

The reversal here indicates that, rather than having a society which sees
excessive consumption as morally bad, consumption as consummation
becomes “the good”. To make sense of this, Baudrillard first asks the
question whether human society is fundamentally about survival, or
about the generation of “meaning” either at the individual or collective
level. Second, he asks whether human society is concerned primarily
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with conservation or expenditure. The first question is aimed at inter-
rogating naive notions of “primitive” and “advanced” societies as being
fundamentally about survival (and the accompanying grand narrative of
progression from survival to “higher” things); the second question leads
to the radical, Nietzschean rejection of conservation or “instincts of
preservation”, thus opposing the economic principle of conservation and
accumulation (1998b: 44). Nietzsche theorizes the will to power as
having preservation as a mere side effect; Baudrillard takes the achieve-
ment of the “something more” in the will to power and argues that the
“essential element” in life is precisely this “something more”, beyond
the moralizing “necessities” of life. Two examples are expenditure and
appropriation, the latter being explained first with reference to the
Soviet dacha or country house. The Soviet worker or administrator was
provided with all his or her basic needs, including an apartment near
the place of work, but the dacha is still coveted as something beyond
everyday necessity, something with prestige and symbolic value
(1998b: 45). As an aside, Baudrillard mentions that “automobiles” func-
tion in a similar way in the West; without realizing it, this example
combines neatly expenditure and appropriation, since an expensive
top-of-the-range car has prestige and symbolic value, but it is also a
wasteful expenditure given the instant, massive depreciation as soon as
the vehicle is possessed (this isn’t quite the same with “antique” or
“classic” cars, which belong to the realm of the collectible object as
theorized in The System of Objects). By going beyond the everyday neces-
sities to define the social prestige and symbolic value of a possession,
Baudrillard also sets up the structural model for affluence and waste.
Affluence is not defined by there being “enough” of some object, but by
there being too much, beyond the level of utility (1998b: 45). Waste,
rather than being some kind of useless or dangerous by-product of the
capitalist system, is seen instead as defining it: “It is that wastage which
defies scarcity and, contradictorily, signifies abundance. It is not utility,
but that wastage which, in its essence, lays down the psychological,
sociological and economic guidelines for affluence” (1998b: 45).
Unlike the symbolic value generated by the prestige enhancement of
the potlatch, Western expenditure is geared up primarily to stimulating
mass consumption (1998b: 46).
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THE HYPERMARKET

In his Critique of Everyday Life, Henri Lefebvre attacks the “masses” for a
lack of imagination when it comes to thinking of the future (and even,
in the first place, the possibility of change), and he attacks “writers” for
perceiving the future in terms of elitist pleasures. Lefebvre asks how
many of these writers have theorized the future in terms of science and
technology applied to the mundane, the everyday? And what such a
future would look like stripped of abstract ideals in aesthetics, knowl-
edge and power? He does, however, provide a warning:

But should we in turn wish to “look into the future” and form an image of what
it will be, there is one childish error we must avoid: to base the man of the
future on what we are now, simply granting him a greater quantity of mechan-
ical means and appliances.

(Lefebvre, 1991: 246)

Much of Baudrillard’s work seems to be predicting the future, hovering
on the edge or divide between the present and fantastic (and at times
absurd) possibilities. But closer analysis of Baudrillard’s work shows
that he is often simply mapping (and, of course, interpreting) the most
contemporary manifestation of human behaviour in the West: ulti-
mately, he is an anthropologist working within his own society who is
aware of the need to examine the qualitative changes rather than the
mere quantitative. Consequently, the issue of where and how we buy
or consume our technological objects is as important as what those
objects do (be they gadgets, gizmos or robots): the “hypermarket” (or
“out-of-town” shopping centre) is a place that has gone beyond the
commodity, beyond the traditional spaces of representation and
consumption, even beyond the sign. In the hypermarket, the techno-
logical and other objects become hypercommodities.

Baudrillard calls the hypermarkets “triage centres” (1994a: 75); that
is to say, places where people are tested and sorted according to
preprogrammed categories. The hypermarket may be modelled on a
traditional downtown or centre-of-town street market or shopping
area, but this is just a surface effect or myth, a way of making people
feel that they are getting some kind of authentic experience in a sani-
tized, safer environment. The modern shopping arca was centralized,
placed to use a clichéd phrase in the heart of the urban community. The
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hypermarket is decentred, a satellite that creates a gravitational pull on
the suburbs, constructing spatial and temporal distortions that harden
into new patterns of behaviour analogous to the rhythms of
commuting. It would be a mistake to situate the hypermarket at the
end of a social and architectural chain, an effect of new modes of living
and consuming; instead, and especially in the US as Baudrillard notes,
the hypermarket is responsible for “the metro area”; that is, a place
which is neither country nor city, neither purely rural or purely urban-
ized. The “metro area” is itself decentred, projected and anticipated by
its model: the hypermarket. In this sense the hypermarket isn’t simply
postmodern because of its decentred nature, but because it is a model
generating new geographical and experiential space (see Chapter 5).
And, if the hypermarket is hyperreal, the metaphor which describes it
is based upon the television screen: consumers who pass through this
space are “screened” or tested. Do they respond to the preprogram-
ming as they are supposed to? The objects in the hypermarket are not
there simply to be consumed, or interpreted as signs of something else
(say, “affluence”), but instead they are described by Baudrillard as
“tests”. In other words, the consumer comes to the hypermarket with
his or her anxieties and questions, and hopes to find them answered in
the objects. The deliberate vagueness here is indicative of Baudrillard’s
theoretical approach when it comes to mapping out contemporary
human behaviour as an anthropologist, but what he is actually
describing is the hypermarket as a replacement for the organized reli-
gion of Western society. The circularity of the “screening” or “testing”
during this experience derives from the way in which these concepts
are based upon televisual feedback: the audience responses and media
referenda that generate “answers” along the lines of preprogrammed
“questions”. And there is an interpenetration of the screen metaphor
with the notion of everything being on the surface here, including the
“friendly” surveillance which simultaneously shows the people under
surveillance on television screens, which leads to a collapsing of
perspectival space (the removal of the “gap” or distance both spatially
and temporally between the viewer and the viewed). The interpenetra-
tion is total, including architectural and geographical space: “The
hypermarket cannot be separated from the highways that surround and
feed it, from the parking lots blanketed in automobiles, from the
computer terminal — further still in concentric circles — from the
whole town as a total functional screen of activities” (1994a: 76).
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Unlike the modernist factory, where the workers were isolated and
fixed in one spot as the product they were working on was brought
to/past them, here the workers have been set free; their behaviour is
now playful in the sense that their time and motion appears spent
according to whim or other unknown factors. But the model of the
hypermarket prevails: everything is neatly laid out for the workers, just
as everything they need to produce is available to them at all times
(computer terminals). The model may have changed — modern factory
and centred city to postmodern computer terminal and decentred
metro area — but the apparent freedoms are still “disciplines”, which
may have less choice involved than it first appears.

The city can no longer absorb this new space of being — the city as
we have seen is transformed by the satellite into a metropolitan area.
Strictly functional urban zones, categorized as commerce, work,
knowledge and leisure, are not only displaced and deterritorialized,
but they are also made indeterminate, with a blurring of “functional”
boundaries. Baudrillard thus calls the hypermarket and all its analogous
manifestations “negative satellites” (1994a: 78). The indeterminate
functioning of satellitic space is analogous to the nuclear power station:
a series of boxes which have no apparent function but still have an
input/output, like a logic gate in a microprocessor.

SUMMARY

One of the key components of postmodernism is technology. In this
chapter we have seen how Baudrillard was analysing technology from his
earliest publication in 1968. However, The System of Objects also prefig-
ures the later postmodern work, exploring themes that are embedded in
his analyses of the emerging consumer society in France. Baudrillard
meditates upon the way that technology has rapidly become non-func-
tional, non-utilitarian, and designed according to fantasy and desire.
Automatism dominates the technological object, as well as new notions
of “fuzzy” logic or indeterminacy. Objects become “gizmos” which repre-
sent fetishism and fashion. Hypermarkets become the new experiential
spaces of technology and consumption, the spaces of everyday life.
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NARRATIVES OF
PRIMITIVISM

The "last real book”

In Baudrillard’s early more political and “sociological” writings, there
are numerous references to “primitive” societies and anthropological
accounts of indigenous peoples. One of Baudrillard’s key concepts —
that of “symbolic exchange” — is drawn from these accounts of so-called
“primitive” peoples. But who exactly are these peoples that Baudrillard
refers to? And how accurate is his use of anthropological terms such as
the “potlatch” This chapter examines Baudrillard’s own warning that
“Alluding to primitive societies is undoubtedly dangerous ...” in rela-
tion to the fact that such allusions permeate virtually all of
Baudrillard’s writings.

THE TASADAY

Two narratives of “decay through exposure” fascinate Baudrillard in
Simulacra and Simulation (1981; English edition 1994a): the Tasaday and
Ramses II. In 1971, the Philippine government returned to the jungle
the indigenous “lost tribe” of the Tasaday people, who were “disinte-
grating” upon their recent contact with the contemporary world. An
analogy is then constructed by Baudrillard with the decay of Ramses
(the mummified remains of the King of Egypt who died in 1225 BC),
rotting in a Western museum after having survived the previous forty
centuries. What Baudrillard doesn’t make clear is that the Tasaday were
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probably part of an elaborate hoax devised to manipulate genuine
indigenous peoples and control land. Both the Tasaday and Ramses
decay upon coming into “visual contact” with Western society, although
for Baudrillard, we are all now “living specimens” who come under the
“spectral light of ethnology” (1994a: 8). Bringing into view is necessary
for our society, one which is based upon production and continual
gain; we must see the past not only to believe in it but to compare and
contrast our achievements with it (which means our superior distance
Jrom it). Baudrillard then sets up another analogy: with the
“Renaissance Christians” fascinated by the “American Indians” who had
never been taught the doctrines of Christianity:

Thus, at the beginning of colonization, there was a moment of stupor and
bewilderment before the very possibility of escaping the universal law of the
Gospel. There were two possible responses: either admit that this Law was not
universal, or exterminate the Indians to efface the evidence.

(1994a: 10)

Discovery or conversion of these indigenous peoples is the same thing
as cultural extermination (although narratives of the loss or decline of
indigenous peoples are often highly suspect in terms of the romanti-
cization and misinterpretation that they represent). Cultural
extermination can result from “museumification” (Baudrillard’s play on
the word “mummification”) or “demuseumification” (1994a: 10—11). In
the former, the indigenous subject/artefact is removed from its
cultural context and destroyed by being put on display (exposed to the
destructive light of contemporary culture); in the latter, the “return” of
the subject/artefact to its “original” context is an attempt to recover
authenticity and reality through the construction of a simulation. The
Tasaday are not returned untouched to their “original” locale; instead
they are placed in the equivalent of a purified theme park or “safari”
park, where no visitors may go. No matter how isolated from the
modern world, it is still an artificial space which encloses and protects
contemporary notions of the primitive — what the primitive should be,
how it should exist, how it should function. And, as we will see from
the example of Disneyland, the theme park exists to hide the fact that
the “outside” world is of the same order: thus we are all anthropolog-
ical subjects now.

These are some of the lessons that Baudrillard wants us to learn



from this section of Simulacra and Simulation. But what seems lacking in
this section is a self-reflective awareness of the role of the indigenous
“primitive” subject/society in Baudrillard’s work as a whole, especially
in relation to the sense that many readers have that Baudrillard’s work
itself functions as an artificial space protecting at times relatively
untheorized notions of “primitive” peoples. The “primitive” societies
represented in this text all belong to different historical periods and
geographical locations; all share the same lack of contextualization by
Baudrillard; and all throw up a whole host of further complicated
issues concerning their representation. Baudrillard may be using each
of these heterogeneous societies to stand in for Western notions of “the
primitive”, but if we place this use in the wider context of Baudrillard’s
writings we must start questioning the replication at times of the
processes criticized here. Another way of thinking about this use of
“primitive” peoples is to examine Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1889-1951)
“Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough”. Wittgenstein asserts that Frazer’s
“...explanations of primitive practices are much cruder than the
meaning of these practices themselves” (1993: 131). Baudrillard argues
a similar point when it comes to Marxism’s view of “primitive” peoples
and, in the above extract from Simulacra and Simulation, he suggests that
ethnologists are blind to the ultimate effects of their otherwise “sensi-
tive” advice. Wittgenstein suggested that it was wrong to work from a
position of perceived “error” in “primitive” rites and then offer pseudo-
scientific explanations of those error-ridden ways; invariably, this leads
to a notion of temporal development or progression, “showing” (which
really means “interpreting”) a people coming to gradual enlighten-
ment. Instead, a “primitive” system should be sketched out and left to
function in its own right:

The historical explanation, the explanation as an hypothesis of development, is
only one way of assembling the data of their synopsis. It is just as possible to see
the data in their relation to one another and to embrace them in a general picture
without putting it in the form of a hypothesis about temporal development.
(Wittgenstein 1993: 131)

Following this almost to the letter, Baudrillard opposes a “general
picture” of symbolic exchange to many facets of contemporary society.
But before analysing his notion of “primitive” peoples, it is necessary to
sketch out this “general picture”.
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SYMBOLIC EXCHANGE

Opposed to contemporary society in virtually all of its manifestations,
symbolic exchange is a process whereby the status of the individuals
involved changes as much as the status of the object. Baudrillard argues
that the gift is the example of symbolic exchange closest to us as
moderns/postmoderns: with the act of giving, the object loses its
“objectness” and becomes instead part of the relations of exchange or,
“...the transferential pact that it seals between two persons ...” (1981:
64). The object given doesn’t partake of an economy of use-value (the
gift itself may be utterly “useless”) or exchange-value (the gift isn’t a
commodity or an abstract expression of its mode of production and
circulation — see Chapter 4). The object given does, however, acquire
symbolic exchange-value. From where does Baudrillard draw this
notion of symbolic exchange? On which “primitive” societies does he
base his grand narrative? And what concrete examples does he give us
to understand his argument? The two main textual sources are particu-
larly interconnected: Marcel Mauss’s The Gift (1925; English edition
1990) and Georges Bataille’s “The Notion of Expenditure” (1933;
English edition). Both of these texts draw, above all, on the notion of
the “potlatch” in “primitive” societies.

BATAILLE’S POTLATCH

Bataille takes a particular strand of “gift giving” from Mauss’s book, and
concentrates on the notion that gift giving is opposed to crude Western
theories of “barter”; in other words, rather than having some fantasy
narrative of “primitives” working their way to civilization from
bartering economies through to early forms of money and credit, gift
giving exists as a self-contained system outside of capitalism. Bataille
notes that:

...the archaic form of exchange has been identified by Mauss under the name
potlatch, borrowed from the Northwestern American Indians who provided
such a remarkable example of it. Institutions analogous to the Indian potlatch,
or their traces, have been very widely found.

(1985: 121)



This statement, which seems so innocent, contains a number of issues
that can help with the analysis of Baudrillard’s use of “primitive”
peoples. For a start, the actual name potlatch is claimed to have been
“borrowed” temporarily by Mauss (he will presumably, at some stage,
give it back). Mauss is thus himself implicated in the logic of the
potlatch structure from the start — but this point will be returned to.
Who has lent Mauss the potlatch? The answer is the “Northwestern
American Indians”. Who are these people? Bataille lists Tlingit, Haida,
Tsimshian and Kwakiutl. Unlike Mauss, Bataille makes no attempt to
locate these groups in the colonial worlds of Alaska and British
Columbia (or America and Canada). Neither does he trace the history
of the word that has been borrowed — the history of the word “potlatch”.
However, Bataille does provide some narrative detail:

The least advanced of these American tribes practice pot/atch on the occasion
of a person’s change in situation — initiations, marriages, funerals — and, even
in a more evolved form, it can never be separated from a festival; whether it
provides the occasion for this festival, or whether it takes place on the
festival's occasion. Potlatch excludes all bargaining and, in general, it is consti-
tuted by a considerable gift of riches, offered openly and with the goal of
humiliating, defying, and obligating a rival. The exchange value of the gift
results from the fact that the donee, in order to efface the humiliation and
respond to the challenge, must satisfy the obligation ... to respond later with a
more valuable gift, in other words, to return with interest.

(1985: 121)

Bataille goes on to discuss the spectacular destruction of wealth, which
is of great interest for his own writings on excessive behaviour and
transgression. He also discusses the way in which status or “rank” arises
in potlatching societies from the loss or partial destruction of property
(1985: 122). Thus, when gifts of great value are given away at a
potlatch or even destroyed, the giver gains in other forms of prestige.
Apart from one more brief reference to the Kwakiutl totem poles, the
potlatch in this account becomes a concept that can be used to analyse
class in contemporary society:

As Bataille understands it, gift giving does not mark a limit between civilization
and barbarity. Rather, it is the demise of the potlatch, the loss of the practice of
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loss, that signifies the transition from a society dominated by an aristocracy to
an industrial society dominated by a bourgeoisie.
(Bracken, 1997: 45)

In other words, the bourgeoisie efface and interiorize their consump-
tion of wealth; public displays of consumption are measured and
mediocre, losing their efficacy. Worse still, the obligation publicly to
expend wealth (or redistribute wealth) is refused, leading to a mean
and hypocritical ruling class. Bataille argues that the explosion of class
struggle is a direct manifestation of this loss of sumptuary excess and
expenditure; in other words, class struggle maintains the principle of
excessive social expenditure. The bourgeoisie, unlike the potlatching
societies, theoretically negate the differences between wealthy and
poor, master and slave, with their homogenizing, rationalizing society.
But the homogenization is a myth revealed as such on a daily basis as
the masters separate themselves from the “slaves” or workers. In
other words, the masters and the workers may both share a work
ethic, but the aim of the latter is survival, while the aim of the
former is to separate themselves from the workers. Using a rather
watered-down version of Hegel’s master/slave narrative, Bataille
argues that the improvement of the workers’ conditions is a failure
truly to separate masters and workers in an excessive display of
expenditure/destruction. This leads to a reduction in the stature and
pleasure of the master until, under a general state of apathy, the
whole system can only move forwards again with a spectacular
uprising of the workers. Class struggle can thus be interpreted as
having the symbolic weight of exchange in potlatching societies.
Perhaps it is via this reading of Bataille that a passage from
Baudrillard referred to in Chapter 1 (see p. 22), can be reconsidered.
In “Requiem for the Media” (in For a Critique of the Political Economy of
the Sign), we have seen how Baudrillard rejects the notion that the
media can be reformed or revolutionized because it already partakes
of an economy of the s