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Mass Media Cultyre

THE NEO-OR ANACHRONISTIC RESURRECTION

As Marx said of Napaleon 111, sometimes the SAME EVENIS orcur (wice
in history: the first time they have a real historical impact, whereas the
second time they are no more than its farcical evocation and its
grotesque avatar —nourished by a legendary reference. Cultural consy mp-
tion can thus be defined as the time and place of the farcical resurrec-
tion and parodic cvocation of that which is already no more — of thar
which is ‘consumed’ in the original sense of the word (consummarted
and terminated). Consumers are like (hase tourists who journey by
caach 1o the Far North to retrace the steps of the gold rush, and who
hire prospecting equipment and Eskimo eostumes to lend a touch of
local colour: they consume in ritual form, what was once a historical
event, necessarily re-enacted as legend. Historically, this process js
called restoration: it is the denial of history and the Fixise resurrcction of
carlier models. Consumption, 100, is completely saturated with this
anachronistic substance, Take a typical example: in winter, ESSO sells
firewood and barbecue kits ai s service stations—here are (he
champions of petrol, the *historical haquidators’ of firewood and s
whole symbolic value, who serve it up to your again as the neo-firewood
ESS0. What is being consumed here at the same time as the pleasure
in the automobile is the mixed and complicit pleasure in the defunct
charms of everything killed oll by the amomaobile — and those resyr-
rected in the automobile! This should not be seen as simple nostalgia
for the past: throughout this Tived dimension, consumption can e
hastowrically amal =irug turally defined as the exaliafion of sipus based om [he
dewial of the reality of things.

We have already seen how the news in mass communications patheti-
cally and hypoeritically exalis the tran quility of everyday like with all
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the signs ol catastrophe (deaths, murnlers, rapes, revildution, e )" B
this same patheric overabundance of signs is legible everywhere — in
the cxalvation of all yourh and extreme age, in the thrill of ue-Llood
marriages on the front page, in the mass media byt 1o the Lody amd
sexualiny. Everywhere we witness the histarical disintegration of cerain
structures which in o sense celebrate, under the sign ol conswmption,
their real disappearance as well s their Farcical resurrection. "The fa-
mily is breaking down? We exall i, Children are no longer children?
We make chilihood sacred. “The elderdy are lenely, lel Ly the waysile:?
Ol age moves all of us o tears. And more clearly siill; wye wlorily tlie
hody in dircet proportion 1o the atrophy ol its real possibilities, and 1o
its increasing harrassment by the systen, of nspection with all jis
urban, professional and bureaucratic constrainis.

CULTURAL RECYCLING?

One of the characteristic features of our society in relation 1 pro-
fessional kninvledge, social pesition and personal sdvancement is -
owling. For thuse who do not want 1o De beft behind, held back or
excluded, it implies ihe nevessity of “parading’ their skills, thwir ki
bedge, sl all 1ol their Practical experience’ on the labour miarket,
Tinlay this notion applics particularly 1o management trainees anl, o
besser extent, teachcrs. 1t thus professes to be scientific and based on he
comtinual advancement of skills (in the exact scicnces, in v ketinge
technigues, in teaching, eic), which normally everyome must take ini
acconnt in onder to keep up "with the pack’. In fact, the term recyeling
Can prompl certain remarks: mevitably evokes (he oycle' of
Lashion —here everyone also fecls compelled o be ‘v conrant’, and 1o
update themselves annually, monihly or seasonally in their cloles,
possessions and cars. [T ihey don't do this, they can't be true citizens of
the consumer society. But here it is clearly not a question of continual
progress, since fashion is arbiteary, changealle or cpclical, and adids
nathing to an individual's intrinsic worth, It nonetheless has a deeply
constraining characrer, sanctioning cither social suceess or failure, We
might enguire whether ihe supposedly scientific wpdating of skills' does
net actually conceal the same rype of accelerated, abiligatory and ar-
trary recycling as occurs in fashion; and whether it does ot bring into
aperation, ol the level of kniomwledlge gl ialivichuals, il same sl
abselescence’ imposed o material goanls by the cyeles of poodudtion
and Gashionn 17 this were the case, then what we have before us IS 11 G
rational process of scientific accumulation, but a social amd non-
rational process of consumption consistent with all its enher fvns,

Tiake the medical heck up', or the upsrading of onc's lusly, museles,
illHI rl““:!ﬂ—htil]l h tllllll (171} ITE ilicts anal I'“_-_““‘- ireatinenls for
women, holidays For everyone, But this notion can (ane mucst) be
extended 1o phenomena on an even wider seale, “The v ry ‘rediseovery!
of the body is a recycling of the Laaly, just as the “rediscovery’ of
MNature —in the Form of a cointrysicle trimmed down 1o samle speci-
mens [ramed sgainst an immense wiban sprivel,  pantmioned and
‘domesticated” as green belts, naure reserves, or as a backdrop for
weekend cotlages — is actually a recycling of Nature. In other words,
Nature is no longer at all a primeval and o iganal presenee symbsolically
opepsed 1o culture, Tail a sonmlation maded, i ‘vomsomné” ol the recinru-
lated signs of nature; in shor, it is nature recyeled. 11 this is not yer the
situation everywhere, it is nonctheless the eurremt tendenc y. And
whether it is called the management or preservation of naiure reserves
and the environment, it always involves the recycling of a naiure con-
demned by its very existence. Nature as event, and as knowledge, is
governed in this system by the principle of the latest trend. Fune tienally, it
has 1o change like Gashion, I has the value of ambience, ancl therelure is
subiject 1o a cyele of renewal. Tiday the same principle cocroachies upon
the professional domain, where the scientific and 1ecmical values ol
education and competence yicld 1o a process of recycling; in other
words, (o the pressures of mobility, staus, and a career prafile.?

This organising principle dominates the whole of *mass’ culture
tonday. “That to which all the acculturated have a right is not culiure, i
cwltnral recycling {and uliimately not even the ‘culiured” can or will escape
). T s to be ‘i the know', 10 ke in e swing of things', 1o paradde one's
cultural baggage at monthly or annual intervals, 1 is 1o suller (the cn-
straint of the short-term, 1o perpetually change like Gashion, and this is
the tolal apposite of culture conceived as:

L. The inherited characteristics of works, thoughis, and U litinans;

4. The continuity of theoretical reflection and its tramscendent cri-
cal and symbuolic function,

Both of these are repudiated by this cyehical subsculiure composed of
obsolescent cultural ingredients and signs, by this culture of the latest
trend running from kinctic an 1o weekly ency lopacdias. It is culiure
recycled.

It is clear thast the probbem of the comvsnpinon of culture is not stricily
limked o 15 comtent, nar o a ‘discerning pulslic® (this is the ciernally
false problem of the ‘vulgarisation’ of art amd euliure, 10 which pra-
titioners of ‘elitist’ culture and champinns of mass culture binh Ll
victim). The decisive factor is not low many thousands or millions



partake ol a specilic work, but that this work, like the car ol the year,
or nature in green belis, is comdemned 0 be neiliing more ihan
an cphimeral  sign — condemined  Trerause prroaluceyl, intentionally
oF nat, 10 a dimension of production which is universal tembany, i
of the cycle and of recycling. Cullure is no longer prowluccd fo las,
OF course, it remains a wniversal auwthority, an ideal reference, and
all the more so when it loses its essential meaning (just as Mature
15 mever more exalted than when it 15 universally destroyed); bt in
its reality, as much as in its mode of production, culiure is sulject 1o
the same demand 10 be up 1o date’ as are maierial goodls. Ohnce again,
this does not concern the industrial diffusion of culture. It is quite
besiche the point whether Van Gogh is exhibited in major depariment
stores or Kierkegaand sells 200,000 copies. The merning circulated
by these wuorks is that alf sipmification har become evelecal: in other words,
it is precisely through the system ol communication that the same
mishe ol succession, aliernation, and combinatoral mnlulation s
imposed upon them as is inposed upn the length of skirts or relevision
broaleasts {cf, “The Medivin s ihe Message'); and thus that cul-
fure, as a pscudo-event in ‘curremt affairs’, as a pseuichr-olyjes
i advedtising, can also be produced (or potentially so) fun eithin
the medien itself anel its referential code. Here we again link upr with
the logical mechanism of simulation models™ or that which can b
seen operating in gadgets, which are no more than the manipulatoon
of technologreal forms. At the wvery limit, there js no dilference
between “culiural creativity” (in kinetic art, etc.) and this technical
and ludic combinatory, just as there is o difference  Letween
‘avant-garde creations’ and ‘mass culiure’. The latter simply com-
bines sicreedyped themes as s content  (ideclogical, pospulise,
sentimental, moral or historical), whereas the former comlunes
modes of expression as its form. Bu abwowe all, boih manipulate a code
through a calculus of amplitude and longevity. It is furthermore
curicus how the system of literary awards, currenmtly scorned for s
academic decrepitude (it is indeed stupid to award a prize (o one booi
per year, covering cverything), has remarkably managed 10 survive
by adapting itselfl (o the functional cyele of modern culiure, Bt
the regularity of such awards—an absurdity at any other time—js
again compatible with the curremt tendlency 1o recycle cultural
lashions. Formerly, these awards singled out a book for pasierity,
which was coamical, Tisdlay, they single out a book for the Laesi trend,
and this is effectual. It is in this way that they have found their second
wind.
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TIRLIPOT* AND COMPUTER" OR
THE LOWEST COMMON CULTURE (LCC)

The mechanism of Tislipat: theoretic ally, i is the exploration through
question and answer of the definition of a verh (lerlipater 15 copuivaleni 1o
the ‘thingummyboly' |machin], a floating signifier for which a specilfic
significr is substituted by a random process of selection) — thus theo-
retically a kind of intellectual instruction. But, in reality, contestants
are for the mest part incapable of posing genuine questions: question-
ng, probing, and analysing bothers them, They begin by guessing the
answer {any verh that comes into their head), and try 10 deduce the
question by putting its dictionary definition into an interrogative form,
(For example, a contestant might ask: “Is "o tirlipol”™ 1o put an end 1o
something? Il the compere says, 'Yes, in a certain SENSE, OF even
simply, ‘Terhaps _ . . what do you think it is?*, the automaric response is
‘o finish’ or 1o complere’), [t is like the approach of a handyman whao
tries one screw aflter another 1o find one that fiis, a rudimentary
exploratory technique of assembly by trial and error without rational
investigation.

Computer works on the same principle: no instruction necessary. A
mini-compater asks you questions, and lor ecach question presenis a list
of five answers. You select the right response. The time counts: if you
respondl  inupediately, you Bel maximum  points—you  are (he
‘champion’. Hence it is not the time of reflection, but reaction time,
The device doesn't set in motion intellectual prrowesses, but mechanisms
of instant reflex, You shouldn't weigh up or deliberate aver the
suggested responses; you have 1o se the right answer, 1o regisier il as a
stimulus, like the motor-optic system of a photoeleetric cell. “To know i3
to see (cf. David Riesman’s ‘radar’, which is a means of instantly
identifying positive and negative responses in one's dealings with
others, and thus of making or breaking contact with them). Above all,
there is no analytical vellection: this js penalised by a low score propar-
tional to the amount of time waster,

So il the Tunction of these games is not one of instruction (which is
always advanced by the comperes themselves and the ideologues of
mass media), then what is it? In Tirfiped, it is clearly participation: its
content is of no importance. For contestants, it is the thrill of aceupy-
ing the air waves lor the twenty seconds it 1akes (o get their voice across,
tor blend in with the compere's voice, to hobld his attenticn while en-
gaging in a briel dialogue with him, and 1o establish through him a
magical contact with that benign and anonymous multitude which is
the public. Most contestants are clearly nut at all disappointed by their



Lalure 1o answer correvtly, They've gn what they wanted, which is a
sorrl ol wommimnemar; o iither words, ihai mimlbern, tevlmieal, aml asepie
Forin ol vesnanct” which is commrmication. Consuner so icty is ool i L
clarim erised bay 11z Linenred alsence il cereimony: ruslio gaime shiows
are just as ceremonial as the veligious mass or saerilices in prrimitive
sOCiely — cxeept it is no hnger & corcmemial communion consecratel
by bireacl and wine, said 1o be Desh amd Eslusestd, Touni by ihie inass mieilin
(which arc composed not only of messages, but of transmiters,
networks, stalions, receivers, anid, of course, programionees sl b
pubslic). In wiber words, communion is no honger achieved through a symbolic
wiesthieem, bwd o fochaioad ovie: Uhis is whion sseakoes 50 commnic st

What is shared, then, is no longer ‘culiure’: a living Loy, thee sutual
Presende il @ l'tl]lﬂ'li"ilf {.-IJI s tllii'l].::‘i wliich AR OO isedd tlie
symbodic and metabolic Ranction of a ceremany o feast); nor is it even
knowledge in the strict sense, but that strange cosrpuis ol signs, refer-
ences, schoal reminiscences amd signals of imelleciual Tashion called
‘mass culture’, but which eould be named the L.CC, {Lowest Common
Culture) — akin 1o the lowest common denominzator in ariilimeic, or
else [Ricsman’s] “Seandard Package’, a tenm designating the Towest
commmien collevtion of abijeots thar the average consumer must possess
i onler to giin a cenificate of citizenship in this consumer soviety.
Thus the LOCC defines the lowest common collection of orrect
answers' that the average individual must possess in order o gain i
certilicate ol culiural citizenship,

Mass commmunication precludes culture and knowledge. Tlere is no
question of genmine symbolic or didactic processes coting into play,
sinee it wold only compromise the :m-u|1ingnl'|:lui:n:n:rnru|1l.r, which is
collective participation —a participation that can only socur in ihe
farm of a ftwrgy, or as a formalised code of signs meticulously cannied]
ol every drop of meaning.

We can see that the tenm ‘culture’ is laden with misunderstanding. As
a cultural ‘consonund’, digest’, or repertoire of eodificd questions ad
answers, this LOCC. i 10 culture what life insurance is to life: it js
designed 1o conjure the risks of life and 1o exall, by means of o denial of
living culture, the ritualised signs of culfusalisation.

Fuelled by a mechanical process of question and answer, this 10202,
nonetheless has many allinities with school ‘culture’. Tndeed, all these
game shows are inspired by the wodel of the EXAM. Al this is oo
accudent. The exam is the preferred sesms of social sdvacicinenn.
Everyone wants to pass exams, even in such bastandised firms as radlin,
because 1o be examined is a maner of prestige © nlay, A posweril
mechanism of social integration tus exisis in the endless proulileration
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of these game shows: one can ultimately imagine the integration of the

whale of society into these mass media contests, all social Brganisation

becoming dependent on their sanction History has already seen one
socicty where there was a total sysiem of selection amd arganisation
hased on exams: China uwnder the Mandarins, B that system only
extended 1o a privileged few. With our society, it would be the entire
masses mobilised in a endless game of doulsle or nothing, where cvery-
ane would ensure or put at risk their own social desting. Thus would the
archaic machinery of social control come 1w comprise an connmny,
since the best system of social integration has always been vitualised
competition. But we haven't reached iha pesimt yet. For the tinwe being,
let us simply note a powerful longing for the process of examination — a
twolold process since everyone can be examined in in, bt also in-
tegrated into it as examiner or judge (insolar as everymne is i member
aof that collective authority called the public). As with sphiting in
dreams, this desire 10 be both one and the other i% truly famtasmanic.
But it also involves a tactical process of integration through the delega-
tion of power. Mass communication can thus be defined as its technical
supports in combination with the LOCC. (and vat the tofal mumber of the
mass pariicipating). Computer is also a mass medium, even if it seems 1o be
an individualised game. Your choices are still programmed by a collec-

tive agency in this slot machine — an admirable synthesis of knowledge
anid household electrical appliances —where mental dexterity registers
as blips and beeps. The medium of Computer is simply a technical
materialisation of the collective medinm, of tha system of lowest-
common-cultural’ signals which prescribes to cach the participation of
all, and 1o everyone the same pan bl st ion,

Once again, it is useless and even absird 1o compare and contrass the
merits of High Culiure and Mass- Mediated Culture, The lormer has a
‘tomplex’ syntax, while the latter is a rombinatory of elemems always
dhissociabile in terms of stimulus/response and aquestionfmswer, This
schema is most vividly illustraced by radio games shows, Hut, aparn
from governing the ritual of these spectacles, it also moverns the e
haviour of consumers in their every transaction and in their general
conduct, organising all instes, preferences, necds amd choices as a series
of responses (o varions stimuli. With regard 1o ol seets as with relations,
consumers are constanily soliciied, ‘quizeed’, and sumimoned o
respondd. In this context, a purchase is comparabile to the vadio g
shaow: it is tobay bess the personal transaction of an individuaal wiels e
view to satisfying a concrete need, thas first and foremaose Fhe reiponse toa
guestion — a response than engages the individual in the collective rinal
of consumption. A purchase is a gaine b U exvent thon el ilgeet is



always presented within a range of options, from which the individual
is required o choose: the act of purchasing is a choice, the determi-
nation of a preference — exacily as one chooses from among the variouas
answers presented in Computer. This is how the purchaser plays, by
responding to s question with no direct bearing on ihe olyjeci's uitaliny,
but with an indirect bearing on the ‘play’ of variation in the oliject. This
‘game’ and the choices it sanctions characterise the purchaserfoonsumer
as the complete opposite of the traditional user.

THE LOWEST COMMON MULTIPLES (L.CM.)

The LCL. (Lowest Commeon Cullure) of media broadcasts or fiiss-
circulation weeklies has branched our into an today. 14 i3 the mirameu-
lous multiplication of arworks, whose prototype can be found in ihe
Bible and the famous miracke of the loaves and fishes on the shores ol
Lake Tiberias—the very same Bible that is now multiplicd and de-
livered 1o the masses in weekly instalments.

A great democratic wind has blown scross the celesiial Jerusalem of
culture and an. ‘Contempaorary art’, from Picasso 1o Rauschenberg,
fromn Chagall to Vasarcly amd the FHIIGER generation, is now on -
view at Printemps department stores (bnsiviedly on the op oo, s as
not to compromise the ‘Interior Decoration’ section on the second Moo,
with its seaports and sunsets). The work of art as a unigue abject and
privileged moment has escaped the solitude to which it was confined fur
centurics, Museums, as everybody knows, were once sanciuaries, Bui
now the masses have taken over from the private owner or enlighienol
amateur. What delights the masses is not only the industrial repredue
tion of a work of art, but that it is simultancously unique and collective:
the Muliiple Edition. ‘A bold initiative! Jacoques Putman, in collalor-
ation with Prisunic department stores, has just published a collection of
original engravings at a very alfordalde price (100F) . . . Mo one will
think it strange in the future 1o acequire a lithograph or etching afong
with a pair of stockings or panden chair. A second “Prisunic Collection” s
just been exhibited at the Galerie LOweil, and can now be purchased a
its stores. “This is not a promotion, nor a revolution 1) The mmaleipli-
cation of images is a response 1o the growing puldic demand for them,
which fatally [!] leads to the demand lor new venues. Experimental
research no longer indicates the enslavement 1o money and power: the
amatewr/beneGicior has EIVETT Wiy [ the cuslomer/participant . . . Facl
engraving, numbered and signed, is printed in editions of 300 copiies
- -« The victory of the consumer society? Perhaps. But what dows it
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matter so long as quality is preserved . . . Thise who don wani (o
understand contemporary an really have 1o try hard todday.*

Art speculation based on the rarity of the Proschuct is nished, Wit
the “Unlimited Edition’, an meves inte the industrial age (it just so
happens that these ealiniorng, wliich i reality are limined in minmber,
very quickly become alimost everywhere ihe eliject of parallel specu-
lation on the black market = such is (he cunning naively of those wha
conceive and produce them). Works of art find their way into delica-
tessens, and abstract canvases into factories . . . Don’t say: Art, what's
that? Don't say: 'Art, it's 1oo ex pensive.” Don't say: ‘An, it's not for me.”
Read Les Afuses.

It would be Facile 10 say that a Picasso cameas on 8 Guctery wall will
never abolish the division of labour, and thar the mulniplication ol
multiple editions, were this 10 be realiscd, will never abolish social
division and the transcendence of Culiure, There is nonetheless some-
thing quite revealing in this illusion shared by the iderlogues of multi-
ple editions and those who generally believe in the dissemination or
promation of enliure {withou mentioning those dealers and anises
wha, as conscious or subconscious speculators, are by far the mos
numerous in the allair). Like those designers who weuld like o creare
beauiiful objects accessible 1o all, their noble effort to democrarise
culture is blatanily &t odds with the failure 1o achieve this goal — ar,
which amounts 10 the same, has been so venmercially successfl (ha
culture becomes suspect. Bug this is only an appareni contradiction:
culture survives becanse these goesl souls poersist in trating if a5 @ wniper-
sal, all the while attempting to distribute it in the form af finished obects
(whether unique, or multiplicd in iheir thanisanads). Bun they o no
maore than submin 1o the logic of comsumption (or to the manipulation
of signs) certain contents or symbuolic activities Formerly men sulsject 1o
it. The multiplication of these works does not in usell imply any “vul-
gansation' or ‘loss of quality’: what happens when works are multiplived
as serial objects is that they indeed become commensurate with % pair
of stockings or ganden chair’, and assume meaning in relation to tem,
FThey no longer exist as works of ari, as materials with meaning, and as
apen significations in oppasition 10 all siher Simshed olyjects, but have
become linished objects themselves, cntering into the constellation of
thesse displayed accessorics Lry which the ‘socio-culiural® staming of (he
average citizen is determined —at least, in the ideal circumstances
where everyone would have real access 1o them. For the time being,
while these pseudo-works may have ceased 1o be works of art, they
nonetheless remain rare ohjects, coonomically or ‘psychologically’ in-



accessilile for most peaple, because as distinctive oljects they cater 1o a
parallel and snmewhat larger market for Culiure.

It is perhaps more interesting —even though the problem remains
the samie = to see what is consumed in weekly encyulopacdias like La
fibde, Les Afuves, Alpha, Le AMillion, or in mass-cireolation music and an
publicatsens like Craad peantres avul Crand musiciens. e potential pubilic
they reach is clearly enormous: all those office workers, juniors, and
secretanial stall with an average secondary or technical education (or
with children so educated ).

To these recent mass publications we should add those, like Seience of
Ve, Historea, cre., which have bonng catered o the demand for culiure
ameny the ‘rising classes’. What do they seek in familiarising them-
selves with esoienc scientific, historical, and musical kniswledge? In
other words, what da they seek in these established aned recogniscl
disciplines whose contemt, unlike that disseminated by the mass media,
has a specific function? Do they seck instruction and a real cultural
education, or a sign of increased standing? Do they seek in culiure a
training or a commaodity o appropriate, kiowledge or status? Don't we
thscover here that isplay effect’ which we have already seen 1o
designate — as one sign among other signs — the olsject of consumpiion?

In the case of Science ef Vie (here we refer 10 a survey of its readlership
carried out by the Centre de Sociologic Européenne), this demand is
ambiguons: there is, in the accession 10 echnical culture, & cunou-
Maged amd clandestine aspiration w Titerate” culiure, 1 real Seience o
Fe is the result of a compromise; the aspiration o elite cubure, b
with a delensive counter-motivation in the form of a refusal of chitisim
{which is to say, an aspiration 1o the upper classes and at the sane time
a reallirmation of class position). More precisely, this reacding operates
a5 a sign af acceptance — but into what? Into the abstract conumunity, into
the potential collectivity of all those driven by the same amlsiguous
requircment, and who also read Science of Vie (or Les Muses, ete.). 1t is an
act of allegiance of a mythological order: the reader dreams of a group
whose presence he consumes i abstracto in his reading — an unreal, mass-
seale velation whose effect is literally ‘mas’ communication, an undilToren-
tiated complicity which nonetheless constituies (he profoundly el
substance of this reading, with all its mythical qualities of recognition,
acceptance and panticipation (a process also readily detectedd AN
the I'"l.'-.'.H']'L"h il Moupel I‘Ml‘l‘l"ﬂkhr, fnee Lo rl,!..h.l this (LS ] iquliral i‘; Tk desteacs-
ale oneself with its readers, and 10 engage in ‘culiural’ activity as a class
emblem).

OF course, most readers (we should suy Ssdberents’) of these mass
publications, of these vehicles for “underculiured” cultare will argue, in
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all good faith, that they are interested in their actual content, and that
their aim is knowledge. But the objective finality of this cultural *use
value' is largely overdetermined by its sociological ‘exchange value®. It is
this demand, indexed 10 a statutory and increasingly lively competi-
tiveness, that the huge quantity of ‘tulturalised’ material in reviews,
encyclopacdias, and pocket editions fulfils. All this culiural material is
‘consumed’ to the extent that its content does not cater 10 autonomous

" practice, bul to the rhetoric of social mobility —a demand which aims

at an object ather than culture, or rather which aiths at culture insafar as
it is a codified element of soctal slatus. There is thus an inversion, and the
strictly cultural content no longer appears here except as a connotation,
a3 a secomdlary function. We could therefore say that it is consumed,
Just as a washing machine is the object of consumption, once it ceases 1o
be a tool and becomes an aspect of well-being or prestige. We know that
it then ceases 10 have a specific purpase, and that many other objects
could be substituted for it —among them, precisely culture. Culiure is
an object of consumption to the exient that, gravitating towards this
other discourse, it becomes substilutable for and commensurate with
other objects (even il hierarchically superior). And this is not only true
of Science ef Vie, but also of ‘high' culiure, ‘grea’ painting, classical
music, etc. All these can be sold together in drugstores or newsagenis.
But it is not sirictly a question of where they are sold, the size of their
editions, or the ‘culiural level” of their puldic. If they are all sold
together, and consumed in this way, it is because culiure is subject 1o
the same demand for competitive signs as any wiher category of objects,
and because it is produced as o function of this demaad.

At this pevint, culture is reduced to the same form ol appropriation as
those other messages, objects, and images responsibie for the ‘ambience’
ol eur daily hife: it is reduced 10 a form of curtesity — not necessarily a
casual or indilferent curiosity, since it can be panticularly passionate for
those sectors in the process of acculturation, but a curiosity subject 1o
the constantly changing cycles and diciates of fashion, thus one replac-
ing the elitist practice of culture as a system of symbolic meaning with a
ludic and combinatery sysiem of signs. ‘Beeihoven, what a groove!”

At the very limit, what individuals undergo in this process of
‘tulture’ — from which the autodidact, that marginal hero of traditional
culture, is just as much excluded as the culivred man, thar fragrant
garland of a humanism now rapidly beginning 1o decay —is ‘cultural’
recycling, an acsthetic recycling which forms part- of their overall
‘personalisation’, of their eultural grooming in a competitive_society,
which generally speaking is not unlike dressing up the object through



one of the major manifestations of the object, and one of the most ferabe
branches of commerce, This era 13 without end, since our secicties ane
now virtually in a stare of perpetual mohiliny.

In Gt kitsch reallivms the value of rare, precisus, o kg oljpocis
{whaose production can also be indusiral). Kaisch and the saibenin?
abgert thus comlune wggether o organise the workl of consampion,
according 1w the logie of distinciive matenal forever changing sl
expanding mlay. Kisch has a minimal value of distinction, b s
minimal value is linked o a maximom statistical profitalalicy, sinee
kinsch appeals 1o whalde classes. This can be contrastes] with the max-
mum dhistinctive quality of rare oljects, linked 1o their limited supply.
What is in qpuestion here is not their heauty”, but their power of distine-
o, whiel 15 a :I-H'J'r-.llu_:'l'mf Pt In this sense, all ol sjrwils arvange
themselves into a hierarchy of values determined by their suanisnical
availabality amdl their relative supply. At any moment, and for any con-
dlition of the social structure, this finction makes i possible for o given
social group to distimguish wsell sl o designate s statos thiragh a
particular category of objects or signs. But when gronps with the
grealest numleer a|:||:||1||||'im;|_- FI Ry wular CilleEny ol s-i;:na, il e
classes are obliged 1o distance themselves through other signs which are
restricted in number {either becanse of their pedigree, like genuine
anticpues and paintings, or because they are artilicially limioed, like de-
luxe editions and custom-maie cars). Kitsch adds nothing new o ilas
Iogic of distincuon, since i is charscrerised by s derivanive ol
mvimimial value, In retorn, this weak valency is one of the reasons Bor s
limitless multiplication. Kitsch oncreases stself in quantely, while, at the top
of the scale, Tagh-class” pools restract themieloer fo qualily, repuvenating
themselves by becoming rarer.

This denvaiive funciion is alss linked here 1o its aesibene or ani-
acsthetic lunction. Whant kitsch opposes to the acsthetic of beauty amd
origmality is the aesthetic of simulation: cverywhere it reproduces objecrs
on an unnaturally small or large scale, it imitates maerials (pasie, plas-
tic, etc.), it mimics forms and combines them discordantly, it repeats
Saskion withowut belonging tooats process. All things consilersd, kisch is
hasemieslunguones tor thie gaulyer an o wechoical level: thae galyet a5 also s
technological  parody, ihis  [unciiomally  wseless  excrescence,  ihis
constant siecdation of funciion with no real pracical referenc. This
acsthietic of simulativn is profoundly linkad v kisch's socially assigied
Fumetion ol expressing high-class aspivations snd social expectations, as
well as a vgical aliliation with coliore, warhothe oooms, oummers @l

signs of the upper classes’, an acsihetic of acculiuration leading 1o a
subculiure of the object.

THE GADGET AND THE LUDIC

The machine was once the emblem of indusirial society, whercas the
gadget is the emblem of post-industrial society. There is no ngorous
defimition of the gadger. But il we can agree that the olject of consump-
i is dlefined by the relaiive disappearance of its olgective lunction (a3
atwol) o il benalin oof 105 Fumction as o sign, and il we can agree that the
object of consumption is characterised by a kind of funclonal wirlesineis
{since what is consumed is precisely something other than the ‘useful®),
then the padpef i5 indeed the truth of the object in consumer soctety. In this sense,
anything can become a padpel; and everything 13 one, potentially. The
definition of the gadget would be s potential usclessness and s ludic
combinatory value® Thus gadgets are just as much like badges which
have had their moment of glory, as they are like Venusik', a “pure’
cylinder of polished metal which is perfectly uscless (or perhaps uselul
only as a paper-weight, hut such is the function ascribed o every object
that is good for nothing!). “For all you hwers of formal Evcmuty anal
|m{:nl'||| uscleszness, the Tabulous *Venusik™ has arrived!”

But they are just as much like — for where does ‘vhjective’ uselessness
begin and end?—1hat typewriter which can type in thirteen differen
character registers, ‘depending on whether you arc writing (o your
banker, your mdary, a very imporiant client, or an old riend’. T is like
cheap imitation jewelry, or even the LEM. dictaphone: ‘Imagine a
small device (12 x 15 cm) that can accompany you everywhere, on trips,
i thie olTice, oeer the woeckendl. You Biold i im one hand, push s boton,
and whisper your decisions, dictate your mstructions, amd proclaim
your victories to il. Everything you say is committed (o its memory . . .
Whether youn are in Boane, Tokyo, or Mew Yook, your secerctary will naot
miss a single wortd you utter . . " Nothing could e more useful, and
nothing more uscless: when the wechnical process is given over 1o a
magical type of mental practice or a lashionable social practice, then
the technical object insell becomes a gadget.

Are gadgeis those chrome fittings, two-speed windshickl wipers amd
lmrhnlh:ralﬂl windows of a car? Yes and oo they do have some use-
fulness in terms of social prestige. The neganive connatations associated
with the term ‘gadget” are quite simply the result of a moral perspecive
on the utility of oljects: some are thought o have a purpose, while
others mome = but on the basis ol wha critena? There s oo olgect,
neither the maost marginal nor decorative one, that is withour purpase,
because, even il this purpaose i3 (o serve no purpose at all, it stll becomes
a distinerive 5iun_’ Comnversely, there is no olbject thai dies nod In @
sense serve no purpose (which is (o say a purpase :||:|||.:r than s
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packaging. The industrial acsthetic, or design, has no other goal than
bo mmbue mass-produced objects, deeply scored by the division of
labour and marked by (heir function, with a second function: (h
aesthetic” homagencity, formal unity, or ludic character which Limls
them all together into a kind of ‘environment’ or ‘ambience’, This is the
wurk of ‘culiural designers’ everywhere tolay: they attemp, in a socicty
where indlividuals are deeply scored by the division of Lilwoar anl their
fragmented 1asks, 1o ‘redesign’ them through a process of tulture’, in
integrate them with the same outwand aAppearance, W promee
exchange under the sign of cultural advancement, and 1o Scclimatise
peaple like design refashions objects. But we should not lose sight ol the
Fact that, just like the ‘beany’ packed into objects by the indusirial
acsthetic, this cubiural packaging or recycling is, as Javgues Michel lias
said, ‘incontesably a commercial argument”. "Il is a recognised fact
today that a pleasant environment, created by the harmony of shapes
and colours, and of course by the quality of materials ['], has i ben-
eficial effect on productivity’ (Le Afonde, 28 September 1969). And lic is
right: people acculiurated in (he same way as designed oljects are
socially and professionally beger ntegrated, better ‘synchronisal,
more ‘compatible’, This functionalisation of human relations finnls i
cultural advancement one of its mast fertile Gelds — hes o hunman design’
links up with uman engineering',

We need a term which would be 1o culture what ‘Acsihetics’ (in the
sense of an industrial acsthetic, a functional rationalisstion of forns, o
game af signs) is 10 beauty as a symbiolic system. We have no word 1o
designate this lunctionalised material of messiages, texis, images, classi-
cal masterpicees or comic strips, this codified ‘creativity’ and recep-
tivity' which have replaced inspiration and sensibility, this planned
collective labour on significations and communication, this indusoril
culturality’ haunted by cultures of every description and from every
epoch, which, at the risk of total misunderstanding, and for want of a
better word, we continue 1o call Tulture" — forever dreaming, in this
hyperfunctionalist culiural consumption, of the universal, of the nyihs
enabiling our epoch 1 be decipherced withous heing an the same (e
mythological overproductions, amd of an art enalding modermity 1o be
deciphered without causing it 1o disappear.

KITSCH

Kitsch, along with the gadger, is one of the major categories of (he
madern object. Knick-knacks, rustic odds-and-ends, souvenirs, laimp-
shades, and African masks: the kitsch-ohject is collectively this whole
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plethora of ‘trashy’, sham or Faked olyjects, this whole museum of junk

which proliferates everywhere, with a decided preference for holiday

and turist spots. Kitsch is equivalent o the ‘dliché® in discourse. And
this should help us 1 understand that kitsch, just like the gadget, con-
cerns a category — one which, while difficult 1o define, should not be eon-
fused with any reael olyjects. Kitsch can Ia: found amywhere: in the derail
of an object as in the general design of a matching set, in an artificial
Mower as in a photo-novel. Tt can best be defined as a peudo-abpect, which
is 10 say as a simulation, copy, facsimile, or stereatype; as the paucity of
true significaion and as the overabwndance of signs, allegorical
references, ur disparate connotations; as the exaliation of detail, and as
the saturation by detail. Furthermore, there is a direct relationship
between its internal organisation (a disconnected overabundance of
signs) and its appearance in the market (a heaped mass of assored
objecis). Kitsch is a cnltural catepory.

This proliferation of kitsch —which results from industrial muhipli-
cation, from the vulgarisation, at the level of the olyject, of distinctive
signs borrowed from every register (the bygone, the neo, the exotic, the
folkloric, the futurisiic), and from the disordered escalation of ‘ready-
macle’ siggns — has its basis, like ‘mass culiure’, in the sociological reality of
the consumer society. The later is a mobile suciety: large sectors of the
population imove up the social ladder, attaining a higher status at the
same time as complying with a culiural demand, which is nothing but
the necessity ol demonstrating this status through signs. At all levels of
society, generations of ‘parvenus’ need their displays. s, hilaming
the ‘vulgarity’ of the public or the ‘cynical’ aetics of manufacturers
wanting to peddle their shoddy gomls is provintless. Even il this were an
important factor, it cannot explain this cancervus exerescence in the
pepulation of ‘psendo-objects’. Demand for them still has 1o exist, and
this demand is a function of social mability. There is no kitsch in a
sociely without social mebility: a limited cpuantity of luxury goads
would sulfice to lend distinction 1 the privileged elite. Fyen the copry al
a work of ant sill had, in the classical aige, avilventic’ value: whicreas the
gramd epuchs of social mobility saw the object Nower as different
species. With the rising bourgeoisie of the Renaissance and the 17ih-
century, there emerged ‘preciosity’ and the barogque —which, though
not the direct ancestors of kitsch, already estify to the explosive surge
ol distinctive material in a conjuncture of social tension and the
relatively mixed character of the upper classes, But it was above all with
Louis-Philippe, and with the Griindeipahe in Germany (I870-1890), and,
in all Western societies, since the end of the I9th-century and the era of
the great department stores, that the ubiquitous knick-knack hecnmes
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designated ane). There's no getting away from it, at least from defining
the gadger as something explicitly devoted 10 secondary Rinctions,
Thus, oince they become prart ol thee boggic of FGashion and prestige, or ol @
fetishistic logic, not only do the chrome littings beeome a gadget, but so
do the steering column and the entire car. For the systematic characier
ol objects today drives them all in this direction

The world of the pseude-environment and the pseudo-object is a
source of constant delight for all ‘creators’ of “functional oljects
Witness the work of André Faye, ‘technician in the art of living', who
creates Louis XV cabinets whose doors open 1o reveal the smooth and
dazzling surface of the wrntable or speakers of a hi-h system . . . Lis
objects stir, like Calder mobiles: in their construction they serve as
ardinary objects as much as genuine works of an, whose altcrnation
covndinated with chromophonic projections brings them ever closer 1o
the iotal speciacle 1o which he aspires . . . There is cybemetic furmiture,
revolving and adjustable desks, a calligraphic teleprinter . . . A 1cle-
phone finally become an integral part of man, maiking i prssilile 1o
ring up New York or to take calls from Honolulu alongside the pool or
theep within the estate” For Faye, all this represents the ‘subservience of
technology 1o the an of living' — irresistibly evoking the Lépine com-
petition. Is there any difference between an office videophone and a
cold-water heating system dreamt up by some eccentric inventor? But
there is a difference. Whereas the good old invention of the artisan Erew
out of curiosity and the somewhai delirious poeiry of heroae iechnical
skills, the gadget itsell forms part ol a systematic logic grasping all of
everyday life as a form of spectacle, with the result that the whole
environment of abjects and, by extension, all its concomitant human
and social relations, becomes suspiciously artificial, besgus, or usehess,
In its widest sense, the gadger attempts 10 supersede this general crisis
of the finality and wiility of things threugh & form of pame. But it docsi’t
achieve, nor can it achieve, the symbulic freedom ol a plaything for (e
child. It is limited 10 being an effect of fashion, a kind of anificial
boaster lor other objects; it is caught in a vicious circle where the uselul
and the symbolic end up merging, as in those “total’ visual speciacles,
o a sort of useless combinatory, where the festival ivsell is 2 palggeer,
which is 1 say a social peeudo-event or game without Playeirs. Mo douln
the pejorative tone conveyed by the term today ("I1's so much gadgeory!')
refllects boih a moral judgment and an ansicry proschuced by the general
disappearance of use value and the function of the symmibalic,

But the reverse is also true: which is 1o say the ‘new look” combinatory
of gadgetry can oppose — and this applies o any object at all, even the
gadget isell — the exaltation of novelly. Novelty represents in a sense the
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sublime phase of the object, and in certain instances can even actuire,
il not the quality, then the intensity of the enaotion of love. “This prhisse is
the one of symbolic discourse, which involves neither Tashion nor any
reference 1o others. The child expericnces his olyjeets or toys as this
fnrm ol intense relationship. And wha later siracis us 0 @ new car,
hook, article of chthing, or gadget is nothing less than the charm of
immersing ourselves in perpetual childhowd. This bogic s the inverse of
that of consumption.

It is in fact neither s weilitarian nor s symbalic Function (ha
defines a gadget, but its LUDIC function. Ouar relationship w olijects,
people, culture, leisure, sometimes work, aml even politics is increas-
ingly governed by the lndic. The dominant wnality of our alasily acuivi-
ties s becoaning hidie, preciscly o the degree tha all alijects, goomls,
relations and services heeome gadgets. T ludic corresponds to a very
specific type of investment: not economic (since objects are useless),
nor symbolic (since the oliject-gadget has no soul®), it com [Friscs @ game
with combinations or a combinatory modulation — a speculation in the
vanietics or technical potentialities of the object, a game with the reles of the
pame through innovation, and a game with the ultimaie combination of
lile and death through destruction. Here, our domestic gadgers link up
with slot machines, Tirdipot and the other culiural wame shows on radio,
the drugstore Computer, automobile dashboards, and the whole range af
“serious” equipment from telephones 1o computers which comprise the
modern ‘ambicnee” of work — everything with which we more or less
consciously pay, through eur lascination for the wiay 0 Functions,
through our childlike discovery and manipulation of things, through
our vague or passionate curiosity in the mechanical ‘workings' of
things, in the play of colours and changing patterns. Iis soul is the very
passion for play, but a diffuse and generalised passion, thus one that is
all the more barren, devoid of pathos and reduced o curiasity—
something between indilference  anad lascination, which could be
described as the opposite of passion, since passion m ay be undersinod as
a concrete relation to the whole person, or 10 some object that stands for
the person. Passion implies a toal investment and assumes an intense
symbolic value; whercas ludic curiosity is only interested, however
violently, in the play of elements.

For example: the pinball player becomes engrossed in the sounds,
Jodts aml Nashes of the machine. He plays with electricity. By manipu-
lating the controls, he sees himself as releasing impulses and currents
across a network of muliicoloured Glamenis, as complex as & nervous
system. This manipulation creates the illusion of a magical participa-
tion in science. To prove this you only need to go to a calé and observe



the ¢rowd gathiering around a repainman when he opens up a pinlsall
machine. No one comprehends its netwark of wires, but they all accept
this forcign woild as an absoluie and indigputable given. Their re-
Latiemnship tor the machine has nothing in common with that of o knaglit
to his horse, worker 1o his tool, or amateur 1o a work of art. Here the
relationship of man o his object is truly magical, which is to say lyp-
nodic and manipulaiory,

This ludic activity can give the appearance of being a passion. Bui it
never 5. 1t is consumption — here, the abstract manipulation of Wdips,
lippers, and clectrical reaction times; elsewhere, the alsteact manipu-
Latson ol signs of prestige through changes in Gashion. Consumption is
always a combinatorial investment: it precludes passion.

POP: AN ART OF CONSUMPTION?

As we have seen, the logic of consumption can be defined as the
manipulation of signs. The symbolic values of creation, and the Y-
bulic relations of interiority are abisent here: it is pure exterioniy. The
abject loses s objective finality and its function to become a terin in a
much wider combinatory or scrics of objects, in which its value is
purely relational. ln amther sense, it loses its symlmlic maning, s
millennial anthropomorphic status, and tends 1o disappear in a dis-
course of connotations, which are also relative to one another i the
framework of a totalitarian cultural system, which is to say onc capalile
of integrating all signilications whatever their origin.

We have based our analysis on everpday alijects. But there is another
discourse on the object: the discourse of art. A history of the changing
status of ohjects aml their representation in ant and literaiure woubd L
revealing on its own. Having played a minor symbaolic and decorative
role in all traditional art, objects in the 20th-century ceased 1o be tied o
moral or psychalogical values, ceised 1o live in the shadow of man as his
proxy, and began to take on extrdordinary importance as antommmons
elements in an analysis of space (Cubiisin, etc. ). By the same token, they
became lragmented 1o the point of abstraction. Having celebrated their
parodic resurrection in Dada and Surrealism, and their decomposition
and volatilisation through Abstraction, we now find them in Neo-
Figuration and Pop apparemily reconciled with their image. This raises
the question af their contemporary status; in any event, it is forced
upan us by this sudden elevation of objects 1o the pinnacle of antistic
lguration.

ln a wanl: Is Pop an an form contemporaneous with this logic of
signs and of consumption under discussion? Or rather, is it not sty
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an elfect of Tashion, sl thus a pure alsject of comsmmption itsel? The
tww are not mtually exclusive. It coulid be argucd that, whereas Pop
Art tarns this olject-world wpside down, it soll ends up (a cordimg 1o s
own logic) in objects pure and simple. Adverising shares the same
amluguity.

Let us pose the problem another way: the logic of consumption
eliminates the traditionally sublime status of anistic representiiion.
Strictly speaking, the object is no longer privileged over the image in
verms of essence oF signilication, e is e losmggew thve wrvenly ool 0 boe evthyers
they cocxist in the same phiysical sl bogical s, where they aperaie’
equally as signs"™ (in their differential, reversible, and combinatorial
relations). Whereas all an belore Pop was based on a vision of the world
‘as depl™, Pop claims 1o be at one with that immanent arder of signs, with
their industrial and serial production, and thus with the anificial or
manufactured character of the whole environment, with the physical
saturation as well as culiuralised abstraction of this new order ol things.

Does it succeed in ‘rendering' this systematic securalisation of
objects, in ‘rendering’ this new environmemt of signs in its total
exteriority—=in such a way that nothing remains of that ‘inner light®
which once constituted the mystiue of all cardier painting? Is it an art of
the mon-saceed, which is to say an art of pure imavniprulation?® O is in irsell a
non-sacred art, which is 10 say productive of alyjects and ihus non-
crealive?

Cenain people will say (including Pop ariisis themselves) than iliings
are much simpler, that they make their an becanse they feel like i, tha
they're basically having a gond time, than they simply look around,
paint what they see, and that in's a spenlaneous form of realism, cie, B
ihis is mistaken: Paopr sigmilies ibve coal ol perspeciive, e codl ol eves-
tion, the end of testimony, the end of the cxpressive pesture, ol Last
but not least, the end of the subversion amd malediction of the world
through art. It not only aims a0 the immanence of the vivilised” warlil,
Lt at its wstal integration into Uhis workd, 1t reveals an insane snbition:
to abolish the annals (and [oundations) of an entire culiure of trans-
cendence. Perhaps it is also simply an idealogy. Let us dispense with
twa ohjections: "1t is American art’, in its subiject matter (including the
obsession with ‘stars and stripes’), in s optimistic and pragmatic
empirical practice, in the incontesialdy chauvinistic inGauation of
ceriain patrons and collectors wha “idemily” with i, e, Even gl
this ohjection is tendentious, ket us reply uljectively: iF all his is
Americansm, then Pop artists, according 1o their own logic, cannot bug
adopt 1. Il manulaciured objects speak American’, it is becanse they
have no other trath than the mythalsgy thar inundates them —so il is



only logical 1o integrate this mytludogical discourse, and o be ine-
grated into it onesell 1§ consumer suciety is engulfed by its own iyt
ooy, i i Lias mas it al Perspeciive on iiscll, sl il dhs 55 s e
defimition, then there can be no contemparary art that is o, in s
very existence and practice, a compromise with antl an mw vounplice aof
this manifest apacity. Indecd, this is why Pop anisis pann objecis
acconding o their real appearance, since it i hoe they functron myiho-
begreally —as seadypnade signs, Tresh from the assembly line'. It is why they
prefer 1o paint the Jogos, trademarks, or slogans ransported by these
objects, and why they can only finally paimt these things (like Kodsen
Indiana). This is nit due 1o chance, nor 1o realisim’, Lt o thie ree oy -
mian of an olwious Gut abou consumer sociely —namely, (hat ihe
truth of abjeces and products is their tradesnark. 10 1his is Americ anisan’,
then such is the very logic ol comtemperary culture, amd Posp aviisis can
hardly be reproached for bringing i v ligh. ;

Nas wwwre than they can be repros hed for their commercial HNIECEs,
and For accepting it without shame. The worst thvingg woralel B g0 o Lvnnins
them, amd thus 1o reinvest them with a shered funetion. 1 is logical for
an art that docs not contradicy the wordd of oljects, bt explores its
systenm, 1o become isell pan of ihe system. I is cven the emd o
hypocrisy and ol dlogicality. Unlike the carly pasinting of the 200)-
century, whose inventive and transcendent sparit dlid net preven i
becoming a signed object and being commercialised in terms of jis
signature (Absiract Expressionists carricd this trivenphamt invenive-
ness and shameful opportunisim 1o new heights), Pup artists reconcile
the object of painting with the painting as object. s this coherent o
paradoxical? Pop, as much in its commercial success as in s predile-
tion for abjects, in its infinite Biguration of trademarks’ and OO -
ables, is the first movement 10 explore the very status of arnt as a signed’
and ‘consumed” obyject.

Yet this logical enterprise — whose extreme consequences, were they
to contravene our iraditional meraf aesthetic, could not b meel witly
our approval — is coupled with an idealogy into which it is in tanger of
sinking: 1he wbcology of Nature, Revelation ("Wake Up!") andl sutlien-
nicity, which evukes the betier maments of bourgeois spontanciny.

This “rwlical empiricism’, uncompromising positivisn® aml “anii-
teleologism’ (Mario Amaya, fop as Art) sometimes begins 1o look
suspiciously like a form of instiation, Oldenburg: ‘1 dreve around the
city onc day with Jimmy Dine. By chance we drove alowg € drelionl
Street, which is crowded with small stores on both sides. As we ilrumee |
remember having a vision of The Store. In my mind’s eye | saw g
complete environment based on this theme, [y seeamed to e e 1 il
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discovered a new waorkd. Fverywhere | wen I hegan wandering through

the different stores as if they were musewns. | saw the olyects displayed in

windows as precious works of an” Resenquist: “Then suddenly the
ideas seemed to llow toward me throy gl the winddow. Al T had vo oo was
seize them in mid-air and stan painting. Everything spontaneously fell
into place, the wles, the compasition, the images, the colours —vvery-
thing began to happen of its own aceord.” On the theme of ‘Inspiration’,
we can see that Pop artists are in no way inferior 1o early generatinns

What this theme implies, since Werther, is an idealised Marure 1o which
one only needs 1o be faiihilul in order (o be true. All you luve o do is
awaken or reveal it. In the words of musician and theorist Joln Cage,
wha inspired Rauschenbery and Jasper Johns: *, . . ant should be an
allirmation of life — not an avempt 1o bring order . bt simply a way
of waking up 1o the very lile we are living, which is so excellemt, ance one
gets one’s mind and one's desires out of the wiary il lets it ace of ins own
accord.” This allirmation of a revealed order— of an underlying safure
shining through the universe of images and manuGacred olyjects —
leads 10 mystico-realist professions of Gith: ‘A lag was just a flag, a
number was simply a number’ (Jasper Johns). Or again John Cage: "We
musl set about discovering a means 1o let sounds be themselves'. All
this presupposes an essence of the ohject, a level of absolute realiry
which never belongs 1o the everyday environment, but which plainly
constitules a surreality with respect 1o it. Wesselman thus speaks of the
‘superrealism’ of a common kitehen,

In birief, we are confronted with a bewildering sor of behaviourism
produced by the juxtaposition of things as they appear (something
resembling an impressionism of consuimer society) coupled with a
vaguely Zen or Buddhist mysticism siripping ihe Fgor and Supereg
down 1o the “Id" of the surrounding world, with a dash ol Americanisin
thrown in for good measure!

But there is above all a grave equivocation an mconsisicncy. For, by
manilesting the surrounding environment no as it 15, which 13 10 say
hirst and foremost as an artilicial Held of mianipulalile signs, a total ol
tural artifact where neither sensation nor vision cennies it play, lan
dilferential perception and the 1actical game ol sigmilications; |y
manilesting it as a revealed nature amd cssence, 1 i Lkes ona doulbile
connotation: on the one hamd, 1l idealogy of an integrated sCiviy
(contcmporary society = mature = an ideal s ety Do o Bivee seen
b this codlusion Torms pare of its bevigie' ), cumnal, ewin ahae ather, the restor-
ation ol the whole sacred frocess of arl, & provess destroying s basic
olyjective,

Pop claims 1o be an art of the comn e (it is for this very reason



that it is called Popular An). Bur whit is the commaonplace il o a
metaphysical category, a modern version of the category of the suls-
lime? The object is only commanplace inoits use, s ihe moomen of s
use (a5 with the “working' radio in Wesselman's installations). But ihe
oliject ceases to be o anmonplace once it begins o signnily: as we hoave
seen, the ‘truth' of the contemparary shject is to serve no purpose ofher
than 10 signify, 1o be manipulated ni as an instroment bt as a sIE,
And the suceess of Pop in its better examples is that it demonsteates this
L us.

Andy Warhol, whose approach is the mast radical, s alsa the one
who best cpitomises the theoretical contradictions in this Ty T TR
tice, and the difficulties it encounters when il trics (o envisage its real
object. He says: "The canvas is an absulutely cverylay ilgect, like this
chair or tha poster.” (Always this will o alsor and reabson ar 1, whierne
we find both American pragmatism — terrorism of the uschul, Llack-

mail of integration —and something like an echo of the mysticism of

sacrifice.) He adds: ‘Reality needs no intermediary, all you have 1o do is
isolate it from the environment and pur it on canvas’. But this is ihe
whale problem: since the everyday ness of this chair (or bamburger, wil-
fin, celebrity pin-up) is precisely its context, and specifically the serial
context of all similar or slightly dissimilar chairs, eic. Everydayness is
difference in repetiiion. By isolating a chair on canvas, | remove it from all
everydayness, and at the same time | remiove from the canvas all jis
character as an everyday el [which shamald, according 1o Warlal,
make it absolutely rescmble a chair). "Uhis is a Gamiliar IO Ese are v
no more be alsorbed by the everyday (the canvas = (he Chumin) i by i
can capture the everyday as such (the chair isolated on canvas = e
real chair). Immanence and transcendence are eqqually impussilile:
they are two sides of the same dream.

In brief, there is no essence of the everyday or the commonplace, and
thus no art of the everyday: this is a mystical aporia. 1f Warhol {and ihe
others) believe that, it is because they delude themselves alout the very
status of art and the artistic ace, and this is not at all LERCOTIIITLO Ganinang
artists. Furthermore, this mystical nustalgia can even be foumd in il
productive act or gesture: *Id like o be a mischine,” siys Andy Wil
who indeed paints with stencils and silksereens, eic. There is no VLR B0
arrogance for ar than the pretence of being machinic, and there is no
worse conceil for someone who enjoys the status of creator, whether e
wanis it or not, than being dedicated 1o serial automatism. Homwsever, i
is not possilile 0 accuse Warhol and the other Pop artisis of bad Gl
since their rigorous logic runs up against the sociological and culiurs)
status of art, sbout which they can do nothing. Their ideslogy reflects
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this powerlessness. When they try o desacralise their praviice, suciely
sacraliscs them all the mnnoere, Al frosees o bess ovine can cobclude il even
their maust risdical socopt w scearalise the temes amd practice of teir
art endls up as an precedented exaltation amd manifestation of the
sacred i art. Chuite siinply, Pop artisis Gal 1o see e il o [sicture 15 fo
avoid being a sacred super-sign (a uniepue oliject, a signamre, o nobile
and magical oliject of commerce), then content or the e ntions of the
author are not enough; it is the structares of culiaral prroscluc it
decide this. Ultimacely, only the rationalisation of the market for paini-
ings, as with any other munulwturing enterprise, coubl desacralise
them and wrn them o everyday olijeces. ! Perhaps this is neither
thinkable, nor possilie, nor even desivalibe — who knows? In any case, it
15 the point of no return; enler you stop paimting, or clse you continue
at the cost of reg ressiing Lo e pradliviomal inytlulagy of ariistic creation,
And this downhill slide leads o the recuperation of classical piciorial
values: Oldenburg’s Expressionist’ ircatment, Wesselmann's Fauvism A
la Matisse, Lichienstein's art nouvean sl Japanese calligraphy, cie,
What are we to make of these Jegendary’ resonances? Wiat are wE L0
make of these technigues that seem o say: “I's all paiming just the
same’? “The logic of Pop is not to be found in an acsthetic ol multiplica-
tien e in a metaphysic of the object — s bengie is elsewhaere.

Pop could be definal as a game of manipuilaiing different levels ol
mental perception —a kind of mental Cubism which would seck 1o
dhflvact objects not in terms of spatial analysis, but acconding w he
madalitics of perception elaborated scross the conturies by am entire
culture through s intellectual and echnical apparatuses: oljective
reality, image as rellection, drawn liguration, technical figuration
(the photo), abstract schematisation, discursive utierance, e, On
the ot hier hil‘lll. the use of (he lII‘I{H'IL'l i il-lj.ll!lil.|h.1 amal inidusirial techi-
nigues have imposed schemas of livision, tloubiling, abstraction, amd
repetition (ethnographens have described the bewilderment Expen-
enced by “primitives’ upon being shown abselutely ddentical books:
their whole view of the word is turned upsidde down). We can see in
these various modes the countless figures of 3 rhefaric of desigmation and
recognition. This is where Pop comes into its own: it works on the
dilferences between these diverse levels or mles, and on the percep-
tion of these differences. Thus the silkscreen of a lynching is not an
evacation, because it presupposes the transmutation of this lynching
into a news item, into a jourmnalistic sign by virtue of mass communica-
tions, a sign taken one step further by silkse reening. The repetition of
the same photo presuppases the unigque photo, and beyond tha the real
being of whom it is a reflection; furihermore, this real being could



figure in the work withowt disrupting it— it woubl be only one more
comby nation.

Jusit s thwere is v order of 1 cality in Pop, bust levels of signilication, so is
there no real space: the only space is that of the chnvas, that of the juix-
taposition of different sign-clomens and their relations. Nor is there
any real e the only time s b ol Femcliong, that ool e oliMesressiial
perception of the object and its image, of a particular image and the
same repeated, ete. 1is the time necessary for a mental correction, for an
accommaslation o the image or artifact in its relation 1o e real olsject (i
docsn’t mvolve reminiscence, but the perception of an immediate anid
logical dillerence). Nor can this reading ever be a search for anticulition
or coherence, but always an extended scan, a verification of succession,

We can see that the activity Pop prescrilaes [omee again in s
annbsition 1o be rigorons) has livde o do with our %aesthetic sensibiliny’,
Pop is a 'voul’ ant: it demands neither acsthetic ecstasy nor allective or
symbolic participation {‘deep involvement), bat a kind of abstract in-
valvement’, an imstremental curissity — one preserving something of child-
hood cunissity or the naive enchantiment of discovery (amd why no?,
Porp cam also be seen as popular illustration, or as a Book of Hours for
consmecrs), but above all vne iriggering these intellectual reflexes of
tdhecoling, deciphering, etc., which we descrilsed befire,

In a word, Pop is not popular art. For the cthos of popular culture (r
it exists at all) is based precisely on unambiguous realism, on linear
narration {and not repetition or the dilfraction of levels), on allegory
and the decorative (that is not Pop Ary, since these two categories refer
to somcthing essentially ‘other), and on emotional [ SRR
assuwiatedl with muoral vicissitudes. ™ 1 is only on a fpuite rudimentary
level that Pop can be mistaken o Tigurative' an, colourful iniagery, a
naive chronicle of consumer sociery, eic. It is true that Pop artists take
pleasure in this pretence. Their candour is inmense, as is thair minls-
guity. As lor thew humour, or the humour they are credited with, onee
angain we are on tricky ground. Tn this regand, it would be instrscive 1o
observe public reactions. For many, the works provoke a laugl (a least
the inclination 10 laugh) which is buth moral and obscene {these
canvases are uliscene from the classical point of view). Then, a smile of
derisiom, such than one cannot well il they are Juidging the olyjecis
painted or the painting itsell — a smile that twms willing accomplice, all
more of less contorted in the shameful desolistion of net ki winng el
anghe to take on it “That can'l really be serious, bul we're st g Lok
be scamdlalised by i, because perhaps deep down . . . Even so, Pup s
both full of bumour and humourless. By all kygic it has nothing 1o do
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with sulwersive or agyressive humour, with a surrealistic telescoping of
objects. What is precisely involved is no longer the shorcircuiting of
ubjects in their nction, bt the justaposition of them in order o
analyse their relations. This approach is nod rerrovistic,™ but ar best
entails elfects more like cultural estrangement. In Fwt, soiething
l:nh' ﬂ..‘rj' il Teremt I.l. ill“:l'ﬁ"q‘ll IFERTERIT lesn el Lo redurmn i 1l SYSLEIn
..H."il:l.E describwed, that a vemain smild Peclusmigs dor gl whlygalory sigus ol
consumplion —a siile no longer comprised of humour, of critical
distance, except as a reminder of that transcendence of critical value
manilested vlay in a knowing wink. “Fhis false distance is present
everywhere, in spy films, in Godard, in modem adverising which
continually uses it as a cultural allusion, etc. At the very limit, one can
Tk !-DI‘IJ.,,"L'I' distinguish in this ‘cool® smile between the smile ol hu rrIEr
and that of commercial complicitg. This is also what happens in Pup,
whuse smile suwms up its whole ambiguwity: it is not the smile of critical
distance, but the smile of roffuimon.

THE ORCHESTRATION OF MESSAGES

TV, rulin, the press and alvertising comprise a heter CL O TER TTRECRT |
signs anc messages where all vrders are cepuivaleni. Here s a seleciion
taken at candoan Trom radiao:

= an al lor. Reminglon razors,

— a summary of social unrest over the past forinighe,

= an ad for Dunlop SP-Spaort tyres,

— adebate on the death penaly,

— an ad For Lip waiches,

— a report o Wie war in Bialia,

= ancl an ad for wew lue Crio Lumdry deterngens,

In this livany alicrnating between the story of the world and periraits
of objects (aliogether forming a kind of powcin i the siyle of Préver,
with alternate gloomy and rose-coloured passages — the latter of course
being advertising), the accent apparemly Gills on information. But it
also falls, paradoxically, on neutrality and impartiality: the discourse
on the world iries 1o be detached. Iis “Bland’ one directly clashes with
the valedictory discourse tn objects, with s shrill nowe of rapurous
cheer—the whole pathos of real vicissitudes, of real [rersaaesion, is
transferred 1o the ohject and its discourse. In this careful blend of dis-
course on ‘world alfais” and discourse on consumprion’ w the exclusive
emotional advantage ol the latter, advertising tends to Tnnction as back-
drop, as a reassuring litany of interwoven signs, into which the vicissi-
tudes of the ekl sre inscribed as a diversion, These lateer, neutralised



by cutring, immediately Fall victim o comsumpion themselves. The
newscast is not the hodgepodge it secms: its systematic aliernation
dictates a single form of reception, that of consumption

Lvis ot just because the valedictory tone of advertising sugeesis i
the siory ol thie world is funalamimally wrienpeeriant, and o g wrnily
things worthy of consideration are consumer gowds, This is seciniliary
Iis real cificacy is more sulnle: it proscribes throngh the systemati
succession of messages an eguipalence between story and news item,
between event and spectacle, between news and advertising af the leoel af
the sign. “T'his is where the true eflfect of consumption lics, and wt in the
express discourse of advenising. [t consists, thanks 1w the wehnical
supports, the technical incdia of TV and raddio, of cutting np events of
the world oo discontinuous, successive, amd o -comradiciory
messages, inte signs which can be juxtapesed and combined with other
signs in the abstract realin of broadeasing. What we consume, then, is
nota paricular spectacle or image as such; it is the potential succession
of all possible spectaclkes — and the certainty that this law of succession
and division of programs will ensure that nothing will emerge [rom
them which is not a spectacle or sign of one kind or another.

THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE'

Here we niced 1o accept, in this sense at least, Meluhan's formula Sl
medivm is the message” as Tindamental w the analsis of comsunpion.
I indicates thast the true message delivered by the media of radio sl
TV, one decoded and ‘consumed’ a1 a deep unconscious level, is o the
manifest cuntent of sounds and images, but a coercive system, linked 1o
the very technical nature of these media, for disarticulisting the real
nto successive and equivalent signs— the normalised, programmedl, and
miraculous transition from Vietnam to the variety show through their
total mutual abstraction.

And there is somcthing like a law ol technological inertia which Eilys
that the cluser you get 10 live’ documentary reportage, and the more
finely atuned to reality is the colour and resolution, the wider becomes
the gull between perfection in technical perfection and the real workd:
and the ‘truer’ becomes the assertion that, for TV amd railio, il
primary [unction of each message is to refer 1o another IMCESAYE, i
Vietnam does 1o advertising, and advertising does 1o the IwECas,
ete.— their systematic juxtaposition being the discursive mode of (e
medium, its message, its meaning. But in thus uttering itsell as the
message, we can casily see how it imposes & whole divisilile system of
interpretation on the workd,

This technological process of mass communication delivers a b ighly
imperative sort ol message: the message of message consemption, of (rag-
mentation and spectacularisation, of misrecogniton of the world and
the valorisation of information as o winiiscliey, iber exalvatin of comnein
as sign. In bricl, its function is one of packaging (in the pulilivity sense
ol the word —in the sense (ha athvertising is the “nuss’ mediam par
excellence, one whose devices permeate all the others) amd of mis-
TeCTRETL R,

This is true ol all the media, and even of the medivm of bhooks or
Titeracy’, which McLuban made ine o mnapnr abessnsiation ol lis
theory. He maintains ihat thie appearance of the prvinned Lasesk wars o
fundamental tarning point for our civilisaion — ot so mch th rimegeh
the comtent {ilil.'l:llh_l;h al, inFfermmsaiiiial, seieniific, etw. ) puassend lroeio vane
generation o the next, but through the profound constrant of systematisation
exerted by its technical nature. He maintains that the book is first o t-fnical
madel, and that the order of communication which governs it {ihe
visible fragmentation into leters, words, pages, ete.) is ultimately a
mare [ruitful amd Gar-reaching model than any symibsal, idea, or phian-
tasm constituting its manifest discourse: “The elfects of technology do
not oceur at the level of opinions and conceps, but alier sense ratios or
patterns of perception steadily and without any resistance.”

It is olwious that the content mostly conceals from us the real func-
tion of the mediom. It presents itselfl as message, whereas s real
message (compared 1o which the manifes: discourse is prerhiaps vnly a
connctation) is the profound structural change bwasngln aalpsuit in
human relations in terms of scale, models, and Yabiis. P o ruclely, the
‘message’ of a railway is not the coal or Passcigers il transpars, lat a
nicw V.IE.I.HII el llll! 'l'ﬂll'll.l, A new siaie al o M ||“[|'““. et Tl -““-.“-H-lg‘.-'
of TV is not the images it transmits, but the new modes of prerceion
and relations imposed by it, the alieration of raditional family ar
group struciures. Further sill, in the case of TV aml modern mass
media, what is received, assimilated and consumed” is less a [rarticular
spectacle than potemially all specracles,

So the truth of mass wedia is tha they Fumction 1o neutralise e
unigque character of actual world events by replacing themn with a mubi-
ple universe of mutually reinforcing and seli-referential imedia, At the
very limit, they become each other's reciprocal content =—and this
constitules the totalitarian Inessage’of the consumer society.

Wit (e medivm of TV cireulates I"“““H-h s e hnical W3
ation is the idea (or idealogy) of a vorld viswalisalle aml ilivisilele an
will, one ihat is readalie as images, I circulates ibe ilculugy of the fofal
dominance of @ syilem of rending over a werld nee berome @ sputem of sigirs, I



images on TV aspire 10 the metalanguage of an absent woordil. Just as
the most minor technical ubject or gadget promises 1he universal
assumption of technolugy, so are thiese image-signs the presumpsiion of
anm T cxliausting the world, amd & tetal assunpiio ol e
made of reality 1o images which woulid be something like s menory
cell, that ol universal veading. Behind the ‘consumption ol images is
outlined an imperialistic sysiem ol reading: whist will increasingly il
1o exist is only that which can be reid (or misd e read: the Tegemlary’).
And then the truth of the world and its history will no longer be in
question, but simply the internal colicrence of a system of resding. 1 is
o this «haotic, conflictual, andl contradicury workd thit ea RIS LI
thus mposes s most alstract and colierent logie; or imposes isell,
according 1o Mcluhan's formula, as the message. And 0 is thie suls-
stance of a world fragmented, filvered, and reinerpe eiisd secording e
this vechmical but legendary’ cote that we o wsume . Allactual cultural
or political valuc has vanished from the whole materiality of the wrkd,
from a whele culture indusirially converted imto Ginislicd products sl
the material of signs. ‘

IF we consider the sign as an arnti alatiom ol signilier and signified,
then it s pesssibile wo specily wo Lypes ool comlusion. For the child, on lor
the primitive’, the signilier can disappear in Favour of the signifiedd (like
the child who mistakes his own image fur a living being, or those
African relevision viewers who wonder whist becomes of the man that
disappears from the screen). Conversoly, in the imuage contered on
itsell, or i fhe message centered on the cosle, il sl (PR I = RLE]
own signilicil; there is a conlused circulariny ool i wwwinn i awersvir ol il
signilicr, an abudition ol the signified and a tostology af the signifrer. This 15
what defines consumpstion, or the systernitic effect of consumpton, al the
leved oof mass media, Insicad of arfving al the workd via the mediation
of the image, it is the image which turms round on itscll via the detour of
the world (it is the signifier which designates sell behind the alibi ol
the significd).

Ohe: parsses from e message centered om the signilied (the transiive
message ) 1o the mcssage centered on the signifier —in the case ol ™.
for example, from the cvents sigmilicd by the image to the COnSLI
of the image as such (which is 10 say as something precisely different
from those events, or as Brecht would say, as a spectacular and ‘culin-
ary’ substance, devouring itscllin the very course of its alsorptivn, and
never referring beyond i) Alse dilferea i the sense i the mage
presents them neither 1o e perceived nor comprelhended in their
historical, social, or culiural specilicity, Tt delivers ol ol i o
indiscriminant reipterpretion according 1o e samee cidle, whoss
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structure is at onoe fechaical and idestopical — in atler words, in the case
of TV, the idenlogical code of mass culture (the systiem of il
social, or political values), and the sode ol division and arculagon
of the medivm itsell, prescribe a certain type of discursivity whis I
neutralises the muliple and fuctuating content ol nessiges, whitch
it substitutes its own rigid const raints of meaning. This profound alise

cursivity of the medium is, as oppesed 1o the manilest disconrse of

images, decoded wencansciously by the spectaior

THE MEDIUM OF ADVERTISING

In this sense, mdvertising is perhaps he most remarkalde mass medium
of our epoch. Just as i potentially glorifics all objects when speaking
of a particular one, and just as it actually refers, when speaking of
a particular ohject orf irademark, toa wtality of objects amal & universe
entirely made up ol oljects and trademarks, so does it address all
consumers through each ol them, and each consumer through all
of them, thus simulating a fofalily of comsumers, and retribalising them
in & Melubanesque sense; in other wordls, through an immanent
complicity or collusion at the direct level of thie message, but above all
at the level of the very code of the medivm itsell. Bach advertising
image prescribes 8 CONSCASUS amMong all these individuals potentially
summuoned 1o decipher it; which is 1 say, in decoding 1he message, 1o
automatically conform o the code in which this image has been
encoded,

Thus the function of advertising as mass ORI ativn 13 1
related 1o its content, its modes af diffusion, its ovenly coonomic of
psycholugical olijectives, ur the actual size of its andience (even though
all of this has its importance and serves as i3 support), but 10 its very
logic as an autonomised medium: which is 1w say, a medium no longer
referring 1o real objects, 102 real reference in the world, but refernng
one sign ls another, one object fo another, one confuner 10 anpther. 1o a sinilar
fashion, the book becomes a means of mass comumunication when it

refers one of its readers (o all the other readers (thus the substance of

reading is no longer meaning, but quite simply the sign of cultural
complicity), and when the book-ubject refers w0 others in the same
collection, ete. One could analyse the way in which the symbalic sysiem
of language itsell bocomes a mass medliv at the level of the trademark
and the discourse of advertising. ™ Exverywhicn: miss o ation is
defined by this systematisation at the level of the technical medivm and
its code, by this systematic prosfuction of messages — not alwsut the
workd, but about the medinm itscll.




THE PSEUDO-EVENT AND NEO-REALITY

Here we enier the wordd of the pseudo-eveni, ni']m-mln-hiﬂurr sl ol
preudo-culinre descrilied by Dhanie]l Bosorstin i The fmage, 0 other
words, i world of cvents, history, culivre and ideps produced mu Frvsm
the Muctuating and comradictory nature of realiny, Lt proclued
artifacts fowm the technical manipulateon of the medium and i conleed elevents. It
is this, andd pething clse, which dclines all signilicaen wlial siscver as
consumable. 1t is this gencralised substitution of the code for the reference that
defines mass media conswmption.

The raw cvent is exchange, and not the material of exclange. 1tis no
consunsalile unless flieral, Tragmented, and re-elaboratel by a whale
serics ol industrial procedures — by the mass pieilia — ines @ sl
product, it the material ol imshed anal comnbsined signs, analogous w
the finished objects of industrial production. Makeup on the e
undergoes the same operation: the systematic substitution of its real
but imperfect features by a network ol abstract anad echerent messages
made up of technical clements amd a cnde of prescribed significations
(e comle ol Ty}

We should b corelul not o interpret this immense enterprise lor
producing artifacts, makeup, pseudo-objects and pscudhi-events that
invades our everydiay existence as the denaturation or Lalsificanen of
authentic ‘tontent”. Given everything mentioned thus ar, we can read-
ily see that the misappropristion of meaning, dhepualincisation of
palitics, deculiuration of culiure, anid desexualisanion of the baady
mass media consumption is sitwated guite heyond the tendeitions’
reinterpretation of content, 1t is in form that everything has changod:
everywhere there is, in liew and in place of the real, is subistinstion by o
‘mev-real catirely produecd Trom a combination of cosled choments. An
inmmense process of simulatien has taken place thromghout sl of everday
life, in the image of those ‘simulation muodels’ on which operational anid
COMPUIET SCIENCCS arc Lased. One ‘fabricates’ a moalel by comlaning
characieristics or clements of the real; and, by making them et om® a
Fusiuare v, SIPUCUENE Or S, pactical conclusions can T drawn
and applicil w realivg. I can be used as an analytical wal under con-
trolled scientific conditions. Inomass ecommunications, this procedure
assumes the force of seality, abolishing amd volatilising 1he later in Bvour
of that neo-reality af @ medel materialiscd by the medium itsell.

But once again, bkt us be wary of language which susomatically relers
1o the fals', the ‘pseudi’ amd the rtilical. And lei us return wit
Boorstin to advertising in our attempt w grasp this new bogic, which is
also a new practice and a new “mentality”.

BEYOND THE TRUE AND THE FALSE

Advertising occupics a sirategic position in this process, since il s the
dominien of the psewdo-event par excellence. Advertmg turms the
ohject into an cvenl. I Gacr, 0 construcis 0 as such by climinating s
alspeciive characienstics, I constructs ihe obgect as o model, as o spec-
tacular news item, Modern publiony was bon when adveriisenenis
ceased 1o be spontancous recomimendliations, Eccomning instead “lalmi-
cated news items™ " (this is why advertising is commensurate with the
‘news’, bhoth being subjecied 1o the same “mythic’ labour: advernising
and the “news' thus constiiote the sanee visaal, graphic, scoustic al
mythic substance, whase succession and alvermaton al thic leved ol all
the miedia appears mafaad s = they vy rise b b saiee Uiy, Lo
the same spectacular ansd hudic abserpoon ™). Jowrnaliss and puilslicisis
are manipulaiors of myth: they stage an oliject or event as Gicvon. They
Jiberally interpret’ it —at the very limit, they deliberaely construce i,
And thus it is necessary, ifone wants o judge them plgeetively, 1o apply
to them the catepories of myth: the Larer is nenher true nor false, and
the question is not believing or dishelieving . Whence this endless
debate on two false proldems:

I. Do publicists believe in whan they do? (for which they could be
partly lorgiven ).

2. Don’t consuwmers truly believe i advenising? (from which they
coulbd be panly saved ).

Boorstin thus presents the idea thar publicists should by exoner:
ated — all this persuasivencss and mystification is mach bess due der
lack of scruples than 1o our desire 10 be deceived; it procecds less Trom
iheir desire 1o seduce than Troon our desire to b sedueed. Ao bie podnes
o the example of Barnum, whose ‘genius Ly st shsomvering haos
easy it is to fool the pulbilic, o raher i how s the pubilic lved w
bee foeobedd’. Iiois o secluactove !1”|-ml:|r|_1.is_ Dt & False ooe: all of this does
nodt rely on a certain reciprocal perversity, on a cynical manipulanon or
collective masachism rovlving around ibe troae and the Galse. The il
is that advertising (aned tie other minss wwedia) docsi't Lol us: adiertsing
is beyond the true and the false, just as Fashion is beyond the ugly and the
Leeautiful, and just as the modern objecr, in s sign umcion, s beyond
thie uselul and the wscless.

The problem of the veraciny' of advertising shoubl be posed i ihie
fullowing manner: if publivists eeally "lic, iowoulid be sy o unmask
them — Lt they don't dothis. And i they don't, i's o becaose they are
oo intelligent for this, but because above all the an ol advertising
involves the invention of persuasive arguments which are neither troe



nor false” (Hoorstin) = for the very good reason that, since things no
lomger finel their origin or reference in reality, advertising has o il a
different vype of perdfication, as do all nyths and magical specch, tha of
sell-fullilling prophecy’ (a statement which becomes true by its very
utterance). “The successful publicity agent is master'ol a new an, that of
rendering things true by asserting that they are true. He is well versed
in the technicpue of sell-fullilling prophecies.”

Advertising is a spoken prophoecy o the extent that it isn’t meant 1w
be comprehended or apprehended, but to be foretold. Whist it says
doesn’t prsuppose a prior ruth (like the objects use valuc), but a
posterior confirmation through the reality of the prophetic sign it
emits. Tlis is its mode of efficacy. It wurns the object into a pseudo-
event which, through its incorporation into the consumer’s discourse,
becomes a real event in everyday life. One can see that the true and the
[alse are indistinguishable here — just like electoral opimion polls, where
one no longer knows il the voting simply confirms the polls (and (thus is
no bonger a real event, but a mere substitute for these polls which, as
indexrcal simulation models, have become deferminant agents of reality),
or il it is the polls that refleet pulblic opinion. This relationship is ipos-
sible 1o untangle. Just as nature imitates an, so docs everyday lile cind
ups as & replica ol its model.

The mode of “sell-Tulfilling prophecy’ is tuological. Reality is
nothing more than this model of sell-utterance. So it is with magical
speech, so i is with simulation models = and s i is witls .'H'I'FL‘I'I'I!'II'IE
which, among all those discourses availabile 10 i, prefers o opere
through tamtolugical discourse. Everything in it is a “mctaphos” fsr one
and the same thing: the rademark. Phrases like ‘A Bener Beor (lnn
better than what?), and ‘Lucky Sirike, A Toasted Cigarcue’ (of course,
they all are!), patemly rely on a circular argument. As Here (the
world's number one in car rentals”) concludes in a long advertisement:
‘Let’s be logical. If you didn't get that linle bit more from us, we
wouldn't have achicved the position we aocupy . . . And perhaps some-
ane clse would be duing this adveriscment.” What else is this Lt pure
tautology, argument after the Fact? 1t is thus repetition isell that every-
where ensures effective cansality. Just as certain liborories work on
the artifcial synihcsis of molecules, so dioes a..l!.-:"i.:iug wasrk o the
artificial synthesis’ of the true by means of eflicacious specche. “Persil
Washes Whiter” is not a sentence, but Persil-speak. Like other advenis-
ing symtagms, it docs not explain or offer imeaning — they are ncither
true nor Lalse, but precisely eluminae imcaning and prool. Tley sulis
tute fur the later indicatives without sentences, repetitive imperatives.
And as with magical speech, this tology in discourse atemps 1o

indluce tantologicil repetition by an et Phvongh his purchase, the
cusnstmer can do mo more tan veansce Tl M ceenil of n.!rj'.ﬁ.

We could take this analysis of advertising discourse fucither in s
direction, as well as extend it to the dilferent modern media, i order 1o
see thait everywhere, according w a deial swversion of ihe iradivissl
bogie of siguilication and interpretation based om e troe amd the Galse,
it b5 this wyth (o sodel) dhan Binds s evenr, acconding oo production
of speech now industrialised in direct proponion w the producton of
material gpools,
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Vs olsis somsee, the bruih o P venalel e e woge amd ihie lilllasind, oo i
cummanizsion amd the s gallery
Popuabar® ani is wost annached o olijeors, basn st anal alvoys v i el bis
exjiluis. In swenabbo®t chopiot a sbelwatrssen or an Avierian Bag, bui a-man-
calueg or a-man-sabisting-the- Ansenican-llag. -
bin Bust, we alien resd ihis wermorist’ hasssor ot it Bl ihoough eridical
it al i am o .
It b casy iv see hisw language [lagage] con b cosimel i ihis sease,
langiiage becomes an objpecl of consuspiion or o fetish from the s
thai, insvesdl of being & vehicle B meaning, i tokes on the conmedations,
vovabmilary, anl inflecrions of swmbership in oo grp, class, or casie (e
istellewinal jorgon of ihe ‘sisan’ sen, or e poditival jargon ol pariics ansl
alispecs], From dhae st i Linguage, insicud of being the means #f e haimpy,
lscwnmiacs il materiad of exchange for the priviiee sse of o group or class (is oeal
aitia wivmns Becimgg, Doclviosd i alibs of a veessage, one of collusim and recog-
witm; winl Fros ohe ssmment e, instcad of bringiag mcaning ko circu-
latmimn, ot wirenilines sl as o passwonl wr foken of passsge inoa taaiological
gromups parosess {ilie groasp is el o speaks).

0o i s homngrer bamguangge [langue | evipsloyed as o sysicon of disiisct denssaive
signs, ban comssinel as @ systom of comusotamemn, as 2 disgim e cole,

- The same process applies w e Conssmgion of medicine, We are witiessing

an exiraurdinary inflations of ihe demand G bealil, divevily ok oo sl
stanilarls ol living, There is e mger any dlisiecvicon bepvecen il denmanl e
Lasic' health core (bait o whan delasition of o heabil and bis-
psychusomatic equililarium coukl 5t be based?) and e compulsion of con-
suimers fisr medical, surgical wml destal services. The pracie ol melivine has
vluasiged inie the s of docters themaelies; aml 1his cxivovageni and osentimes
use il ihie dhsviw-aljeon, of medcaiion as an g, ks op b e dual
rosiclenae and the autonsslsibe e displaying one's socil stamding, §lere g,
mashcaison, and aluwee all vy for the well-beebed classes {Baling: “The
imeelivatimm st lreguenily dispensed in geswral modicine s e dociis lim-
sell’), lsave bovome an cndd i themselves, afier hawing been a macsins e loealil
conssilered a3 the ultimate good. They are s consumcd, scoonding e
sane systcimatio misappropriation «f praciical and oljeoive luanciions for il
prorpeie o il sssnipulation, of o kind of Teisdisie calsoalus of signs.

In all iruth, we neold w distinguish two levels of this oonssungion”: e
‘mowrolic’ e 1 reccive i ation and modical care e reducing ansiery.
This sbemanel is nav less olsjestive thi the o oclaiing i snganic vimungdainis,
Lsit it sl irvrsbves an aspent of vonsmgsion’ v e exvent i ibie disos s

longer hias @ specilic value: as somomee wha roduces ansicry, oF as an agent of

care, be is substinoalde for sy othor mechanism ol panial segroossion —
aloliad, “shopping’, and collecting {ihe conmimer ‘oslloos’ disues aml
mecihwmmes). Here the dhwtor i omisumed as one sign anvsisg oilers (i e
sainie way that the washing machme s consinol a8 o sign of wealib sl
st alins — see almsc)

Tlhus, in a very real sense, what the tonsmemption al mnb';inc"imlliluh-i i,
ihrough this newrobic bogie: of inulivichuals, a logic of social status that nlcgrate
il abiscrasr = Deyinnl all olyjective usclulness and on & par with any other s
ol warth — it v general system as a sign. We can sec that medical consamp-
Lo is Based on the alstraciion (or reduction) of the medical functnen, Every-
where we disoover this form of sysicmatic misappropration as the vwery

vt il ol Cosesapmpsiemn,

'I:."hi; i.rﬂ-h-r i whuil‘: resistamoe to he introdiection of siventising on TV and
elsewhere is simply a moralistic amd archaic reation, The problem really s
an the bevel iof the system of signilicaion.



