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Why Baudrillard, Why Now?

Andrew McLaverty-Robinson

Like Baudrillard’s own work, this is an
unusual, original and potentially contro-
versial book. Readers expecting the usu-
al kitsch-poststructuralist truisms cloaked
in verbosity will be disappointed. So will
those looking only for introductory exege-
sis. Rather, what the author, Oleg Maltsev,
has provided is an almost esoteric read-
ing of Baudrillard, which is focused on
the parallels between the French theorist’s
writings and his own findings on the his-
tory of ideas. He believes Baudrillard ar-
rived at a definite philosophy, but deliber-
ately publicized it only in fragments so as
to avoid the misuse of its power. He him-

self provides this philosophy, presented as
a more-or-less consistent system. This sys-
tem serves to integrate Baudrillard’s find-
ings into a straightforward framework
which speaks directly to issues in the phi-
losophy of science/science and technol-
ogy studies, psychology/psychoanalysis,
sociology and philosophy. It might make
sense to think of this in terms of Baudril-
lard as a problem-field, as name-of-histo-
ry in the Deleuzian sense. Maltsev recon-
structs, not Baudrillard’s exact writings,
but what he believes to be the operative
conceptual frame behind them. The name
“Baudrillard” then comes to refer to ev-
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erything stemming from this conceptual
frame—and thus, to a much wider sphere
of contemporary relevance.

This is not how Baudrillard is usually
used. In the English-speaking world, Bau-
drillard is usually classified as a postmod-
ernist or poststructuralist. He attracted
considerable interest in the 1980s-90s due
to his apparent relevance to themes of glo-
balisation and mass culture, and was wide-
ly read on courses dealing with these two
topics. As time has progressed, interest in
him has waned. Globalisation studies lost
some of its iconic status after 9/11, with se-
curity studies usurping its place, and the
financial crash of 2008; although Baudril-
lard also has plenty to say about “terror-
ism” and “security”, the entanglements of
academia with political power in this area
made such contributions more of an em-
barrassment than an aid to other scholars.
Cultural studies has increasingly trans-
muted into preparatory training for the
culture industry, with a heavy empha-

T SENOREDTOR [/
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sis on identity politics. Here, Baudrillard
is still studied, but mainly for his useful-
ness in interpreting particular films or fic-
tional texts. This is a Baudrillard who is al-
ways inside the Matrix, never in the desert
of the real.

In any case, Baudrillard tends to be read
badly by English-speaking readers. The
importation of poststructuralism in the
1980s (in conditions very different from
those of its emergence in the revolution-
ary conditions of 1960s France) was car-
ried out mainly by people looking for a
radical-seeming alternative to academic
Marxism, often people who would later be
drawn towards the Third Way and its proj-
ect of cybernetic/behaviorist control sup-
plemented by educational expansion and
the bizarre simultaneous endorsement of
market absolutism and socialistic goals. In
the early stage, many of them were ironic
relativists, anxious to exorcise “naive” an-
ger and unironic commitment, attracted
to the Dada-like playfulness and incom-
prehensibility of 1960s/70s French theo-
ry, and prone to treat these texts like Ror-
schach tests, in which linguistic complexity
or poetics gives them license to find there
anything they like (and ignore what they
dont). It thus follows that what they found
was a mirror of their own soul, and this
increasingly came to define who Baudril-
lard (or Deleuze, or Lacan, or Foucault...)
is in academic circles, who Baudrillard
can be said to be without such claims be-
ing struck down in the courts of peer-re-
view, citation ranking, and essay marking.
The history of the poststructuralist syn-
thesis, and the contradictory and author-
itarian nature of the resultant dogmas, are
discussed in more detail in my three-vol-
ume critique of Homi Bhabha.

The political castration inherent in the
synthesis is nowhere clearer than in the
COVID-19 crisis: Baudrillard, and most



of the poststructuralists, would doubt-
less have reacted in much the same way
as Giorgio Agamben and Raoul Vanei-
gem (some of the last theorists of Baudril-
lard’s generation), yet most of the follow-
ers of the orthodox synthesis were vehe-
mently pro-lockdown and utterly uncrit-
ical of the powers of cybernetic nudging,
media manipulation, modern reason, false
universalism, and biopolitics which they
might elsewhere denounce; they effec-
tively repeated the actions of the various
social-democratic parties which showed
their true colours when called to fight in
World War 1.

The creation of “poststructuralism” as
a unitary perspective was often accompa-
nied by simplification and fusion of the
various (often highly complex and ter-

and receiving yes/no signals from the sur-
rounding nodes, falls easily into the wid-
er critique of modern and/or postmod-
ern subjectivity and is taken up. Of course,
it overlaps enormously with Virilios the-
ory of logistics, Deleuze’s control society,
Foucault’s governmentality and biopower
and even with standpoint theory and cy-
bernetics (never mind that Baudrillard’s
main point was to oppose this reduction
to nodes, whereas many of his readers sup-
port it as a means to disrupt the “modern
subject” or a method of achieving great-
er “accountability” through behavioural
nudging).

Something like Baudrillard’s theory of
symbolic exchange, on the other hand, is
subversive of the overall synthesis and gets
left-out, marginalised, and misread. It is

Perhaps the biggest differences between the
standard academic’s Baudrillard and
Maltsev’s Baudrillard are that Maltsev’s version
is a realist and an ethical individualist.

minologically vague or difficult) theorists
grouped under this label. As a result, Bau-
drillard was most often read in terms of
ideas common to this school: anti-essen-
tialism, critique of “the subject” (the idea
of a distinct individual), linguistic deter-
minism, the complicity of knowledge with
power, the critique of modern reason (in-
cluding especially Marxism). He had pro-
jected onto him a range of concepts and
concerns drawn from Derrida, Lacan, Ly-
otard or Foucault, or created by the Anglo-
phone synthesisers themselves: for exam-
ple, the centrality of positionality, the basi-
cally linguistic/discursive nature of reality,
the total rejection of system-scale “grand
narratives’, etc. Thus for example, Baudril-
lard’s claim that contemporary humans are
reduced to the status of nodes, similar to
computers in a network, each providing

as if they have separated out the elements
in Baudrillard most compatible with their
style of theory, and then cut him in half.
The half they remove—the more radi-
cal, more original half—is then replaced
by a simulation built up of remnants of
other theorists. This is no surprise, since
it's how these authors treat all the French
poststructuralists. Baudrillard becomes
part of the synthesis only by being sub-
jected to the very techniques he expos-
es: illusion, simulation, hyperreality. Ac-
ademia’s Baudrillard becomes one of the
innumerable Agent Smith clones released
into the Matrix to fight knowledge of the
real, each carrying the same few dogmas
and truisms and the same worldview, in-
terchangeable with the Deleuze-clone, the
Derrida-clone, the Wittgenstein-clone,
the Benjamin-clone, today even the Gand-
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hi-clone or the Buddha-clone, the Black
Elk-clone or the Cusicanqui-clone. (I do
not mention the clones of the academ-
ics themselves; in most cases, they do not
have to be cloned, because they are already
clones).

Most of the feuding around Baudril-
lard has actually occurred around the sim-
ulated Baudrillard, the cyborg half-Bau-
drillard half-spectre of the poststructur-
alist synthesis. All too often, in the minds
of both supporters and critics, Baudrillard
has mutated into an advocate of simula-
tion, “cool” capitalism, and ironic distance
as an existential stance. Such perceptions
no doubt contributed to the yoking of his
academic fortunes to the fate of globalisa-
tion and the New Economy. By the 2010s,
poststructuralism has itself been sub-
merged into a broader synthesis dominat-
ed by identity politics, with a focus on posi-
tionality and standpoint. Baudrillard then
gets further marginalised on race and gen-
der grounds: he’s one of the bad guys, the
oppressors, who are trapped inside mod-
ern reason and cannot possibly see in oth-
er ways, and who must be pushed aside to
make room for people from the approved
identity-groups (never mind that most of
the things they say are actually borrowed
in mangled form from the French post-
structuralists, with or without recognition
of the debt). There is a thin sliver of truth
in all this: the total submersion in cyber-
netic control which is the focus of Bau-
drillard’s work, probably only applies in
the global North, as he suggests in his Gulf
War essays (which is just another way of
saying: local knowledges and passionate
commitments continue to exist, outside
Europe or on its margins). Mostly, though,
this style of critique/absorption of Bau-
drillard is a handy way of disposing of his
radical critique. If the 1990s “postmodern-
ists” accepted neoliberal capitalism pro-
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vided they could keep an ironic distance,
the 2010s identitarians act as if the spec-
tacle is all there is, and openly orient their
theory towards competing for strategic ad-
vantage within it. “Seize the means of cul-
tural production’, as Spivak puts it. But to-
day, the means of cultural production are
simply the means of production of simu-
lacra. The order of coded elements often
involves profiling and discrimination, but
the ultimate problem is not the ordering
of elements in the code; it is the subordi-
nation of life, humanity, nature, creativity
and power-to to the system of coding it-
self.

Maltsev’s Baudrillard is not the aca-
demically acceptable Baudrillard, the cy-
borg half-spectre. It is an alternative Bau-
drillard, one who is more alive, closer in
some ways to his texts, but also cross-fer-
tilised with a different set of philosophi-
cal interests and commitments. Through
the work of his institute’s Expedition-
ary Corps, Maltsev has developed an un-
usual theory regarding ancient and me-
dieval European worldviews. He believes
that older European thought-systems were
closer to what is elsewhere called local or
indigenous science. People believed in an
underlying force, and power could be ex-
ercised through particular geometries in-
scribed in this force. This allowed people
to do amazing things, which contempo-
rary humans cannot replicate—and to do
them, I would add, with a fraction of the
energy consumption, ecological impact,
and everyday social control (coercive and
manipulative) which is needed for today’s
“achievements”. The problem is, this was a
qualitative science, an art or craft requir-
ing mastery of technique and intuitive par-
ticipation in a problem-field—meaning it
is unthinkable once science starts being
McDonaldized, deskilled and turned into
transferable units.



Maltsev reconstructs in Baudrillard’s
work a theory of geometries as sources of
power. He believes that premodern Euro-
pean science and technology were based
on some such geometry, and that Baudril-
lard somehow knew of or intuited this.
The knowledge has been lost in academia
and in everyday “common sense” because
of the insidious corruption of both forms
of knowledge by mechanisms familiar to
readers of Baudrillard: circular academ-
ic knowledge-systems which beg their
own questions, unreliable quantitative ap-
proaches, self-reinforcing citation clubs
creating an illusion of expertise, the under-
mining of thought by the mass media and
the endless “orgies” of consumer society,
etc. This will doubtless send readers with
sympathy for modern science into out-
bursts of “pseudoscience!” and “conspira-
cy theory!” Yet many of these critics would
also accept very similar claims if they were
made, not based on pre-modern Europe-
an knowledges, but based on indigenous
or non-western belief-systems. I don't
know enough of the history of knowledge
to assess Maltsev’s claims, but his view of
pre-modern science are consistent with
major scholarship in the field of science
and technology studies (e.g., the works of
David Turnbull and Thomas Kuhn), and
also with much of what survives today of
ancient and medieval philosophies, partic-
ularly those of a mystical bent (such as Py-
thagoras and Spinoza). These geometries
are also familiar to readers of critical theo-
ry under other names: the conceptual rhi-
zome of Guattari, the topologies of desire
of Lacan, or ideas such as mana which are
imported from non-European ontologies.

Even more so than Baudrillard’s own
work, Maltsev’s critique resonates with the
currently prevalent critiques of “modern
reason” and the search for “other ways of
seeing” which are so prevalent in contem-

porary critical academia. However, Malt-
sev has the courage to go further than most
of those mouthing such buzzwords, and
actually propose the beginnings of a dif-
ferent philosophy. Also, his alternative to
modern academia does not rely on stand-
point epistemology or non-western tradi-
tions. Rather, he situates the problems in
European thought more recently than oth-
ers tend to, and recognises earlier phases
of European scholarship as distinct. This
should be interpreted very similarly to the
appeal to non-European traditions. It is an
appeal from a non-modern Europe, from a
Europe which had not yet produced either
modernity or colonialism/imperialism,
which was still within the field of symbolic
exchange and had not yet embarked on its
now-fatal path.

From my point of view, it is more mys-
terious that Baudrillard, who had no ex-
peditionary corps and no background in
historical archives, could have discovered
such a metaphysics at all. How might such
ideas have found their way into the works
of Baudrillard and his contemporaries?
Part of the answer might be: because these
ideas were still residually active even in the
decadent sciences of the 1960s, and Bau-
drillard was particularly good at sorting
the wheat from the chaff. My suspicion is
that Maltsev has reconstructed the simi-
larities to the European past based on iso-
morphic elements in Baudrillard’s work.
Baudrillard may have arrived at a simi-
lar awareness by more circuitous routes.
To begin with, certain aspects of these ge-
ometries are available from the study of
the unconscious, and Baudrillard was im-
mersed in post-Freudian theory (Lacan’s
seminars, Situationism, etc.). Secondly,
Marxism has at its roots an affinity with
Jewish messianism, and it is possible that
this potential, which was buried under de-
cades of orthodoxy, began to re-emerge in
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the theoretical thaw of the 1960s. Thirdly,
Baudrillard was influenced by anthropol-
ogists (such as Marcel Mausss theory of
the gift), so he may thus have come across
similar geometries in (say) Tlingit culture,
and extrapolated from these to the Euro-
pean context. Importantly, the geometries
in question are not those of a cybernetic
control society, but involve something this
society denies.

Perhaps the biggest differences between
the standard academic’s Baudrillard and
Maltsev’s Baudrillard are that Maltsev’s
version is a realist and an ethical individu-
alist. Maltsev’s Baudrillard believes knowl-
edge can refer in some sense to a real world,
even if this

tion, without really explaining how). Malt-
sev thus rejects two of the central dogmas
of the poststructuralist synthesis: strong
social constructivism and the death of the
subject.

We have yet to see if this work produces
the slanderous outrage that often accom-
panies deviation from the orthodox line
(“naive!” “obviously hasn’t read the texts!”
“essentialist!” “still trapped in modern rea-
son’!). I am all too aware of these reac-
tions, having been subject to them a great
many times. They reflect the ultimate par-
adox: a perspective committed to multiple
perspectives and forms of knowing, hos-
tile to any form of objectivity or essential-

ism, which

process is | Today, writing a work such as this takes a lot [ nonethe-
necessari- | of courage, original thought, and prepared- | less func-
ly mediated ness to stake one’s name on determinate | tions like a
by social- truth-claims in a way that most critical rigid ortho-
ly-distorted . . doxy with
: academics will not.
belief-sys- fixed dog-
tems, and mas  tak-

even if the nature of this world is nothing
like positivism suggests. This is very dif-
ferent from the usual view of Baudrillard
as a strong constructivist who believes ev-
erything derives from language and all be-
lief-systems are equally valid. Maltsev’s
Baudrillard also has an almost existential-
ist commitment to individual responsibil-
ity, of a kind which would also make him
quite welcome among American pioneers
(though apparently not their descendants).
This is a far cry from the “death of the sub-
ject” attributed to Baudrillard in the post-
structuralist synthesis, in which the sub-
ject cannot have any direct causal respon-
sibility for anything due to its constructed
nature or nonexistence, and in which indi-
vidual agency is pathologized as a narcis-
sistic illusion. (Such theories nonetheless
tend to end up with paradoxical theories
of performative agency and ethical obliga-
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en as absolutely true. I also have my own
Baudrillard, which to my mind is a close
reading of the texts as literally as possible,
but which also doubtless involves my own
selections, emphases and decontestations
of ambiguous passages. Close readers will
notice that my Baudrillard is subtly differ-
ent from Maltsev’s, although both are in a
sense mystical expressionists with a radi-
cal critique of postmodern civilisation.
Nonetheless, I feel this is a vitally im-
portant work. It is important whether or
not the reader ultimately decides that Malt-
sev’s Baudrillard is closer to the texts and/
or more useful than the standard version.
Simply the act of going back and looking at
the texts, or going out and testing the texts
against the world, is a radical break from
the usual uncritical acceptance of a series
of homogenised cyborg-spectre-clones
representing the final say on what Baudril-



lard “means”. If this work makes a number
of Baudrillardian scholars read the texts
more openly, without closing down their
meaning in advance to the poststructural-
ist synthesis or to what they find appealing,
and/or to look at some empirical field and
apply both Baudrillards to see which one
works best, then it will play an extremely
important role, whether or not any of the
sceptics actually come around to Maltsev’s
Baudrillard. Right now, Baudrillard (and
the rest of the poststructuralists) is like Le-
nin in his tomb, frozen forever in a set of
lifeless dogmas so others can build pow-
er-structures in his name. Yet old Baudril-
lard is not dead yet, he still has some life
to give if only he can be chipped out from
under all the ice. In the 1960s, writers like
Baudrillard (and the rest of the poststruc-
turalists) had the task of excavating Marx-
ism and psychoanalysis from beneath the
encrusted orthodoxies which had evolved
on top of them. Today, the same task is
needed with the poststructuralists them-
selves. We need many Baudrillards, to free
Baudrillard’s legacy from its monological
association with the poststructuralist syn-
thesis.

Today, writing a work such as this takes
a lot of courage, original thought, and pre-
paredness to stake one’s name on determi-
nate truth-claims in a way that most criti-
cal academics will not. This spirit of exper-
imentation, critique, healthy scepticism,
iconoclasm, semantic openness, close en-
gagement with texts or phenomena rath-
er than hasty absorption, is Baudrillard’s
spirit too. Above all, it is the spirit need-
ed, and all too lacking, in academia today.

Baudrillard Now 13



Jean Baudrillard. Maestro.
The last prophet of Europe.

Oleg Maltsev, Lucien Oulahbib

“Greatness is not about a person himself,

but his deeds”
Dr. Oleg Maltsev

Jean Baudrillard. The last and the most
eminent mastermind of the twentieth
century. People like him are born once in
a hundred years, and today perhaps, such
novelty is witnessed even more rarely. For
this reason, I have decided to write this
book. In scrutinizing what makes this
individual “great”, I am tempted to say he
is not just “great” in the postmodern era of
the last century, but he was also ahead of
his time. He can therefore be seen as the
last “prophet” of Europe. The contemporary

14 Baudrillard Now

First chapter of the book

interest in the works of Baudrillard during
his lifetime was manifested in different ways,
from crooked smiles to careful attention and
fascination. Sometimes he was taken as a

jester, playing with his readers’ assumptions
with dystopian parodies of modern life. His
works are no less eagerly sought after his
death, and maybe even more so. However,
people began paying very careful attention
when things he had written about became
our reality; it wasn't funny anymore.

Why is Jean Baudrillard great? He has
been the most popular postmodern philos-
opher in the world for more than 20 years.
He was a source of misery and a bogeyman
for many in Europe in the 60s, 70s, and even



80s. There was not a single major publication
that would not consider it to be relevant to
interview Baudrillard, and almost every
major news publication has an interview or a
piece about Baudrillard: the New York Times,
The Guardian, New Yorker, Der Speigel, Die
Zeit, Suddeutschezeitung, Liberation and
Le Monde among many others. Many of
the various interviews by journalists and
scholars were collected into books titled Jean
Baudrillard. The Disappearance of Culture’
and Jean Baudrillard From Hyperreality to
Disappearance®.

However, this popularity or notoriety was
not always an expression of appreciation.
Many found Baudrillard’s views perplex-
ing. The theorist known as the “godfather
of postmodernism” was even a “foreign
substance” for America at the beginning.
Yet his work was sufficiently unusual and
unfamiliar to provoke exceptional curiosity.
After all, Jean Baudrillard dared to criticize
the US, calling it a “primitive society” in his
book America. This may be typical enough
of French perceptions, but from the per-
spective of those who are “100% Americans”
it is an indescribable arrogance. Indeed,
American colonial society is founded on
its difference from the “primitive”.

Yet notoriety may indicate something
different: Jean Baudrillard accomplished the
impossible. He was able to become globally
relevant as a public intellectual, to make
waves in ways which few scholars ever do.
He was capable of stirring society with his
ideas, philosophy, anthropology, sociology,
semiology, and even the style of language he
used. And the fact that Baudrillard’s ideas,
even in his lifetime, had supporters and
opponents in the society of consumption

! Clarke, D. B., & Smith, R. G. (2017). Jean Bau-
drillard: The Disappearance of Culture: Uncollected
Interviews (1st ed.). Edinburgh University Press.
2 Smith, R. G., & Clarke, D. B. (2015). Jean Bau-
drillard: From Hyperreality to Disappearance: Un-
collected Interviews (1st ed.). Edinburgh Univer-
sity Press.

which he identified as the central sphere of
modern society, should be recognized as an
achievement — even a civic feat.

Many people consider Baudrillard to be
a Marxist, hence labeling him as an enemy
of capitalism, but that is not completely
right. He begins from the Marxist theory
of alienation and something akin to a sit-
uationist theory of the spectacle, but later
becomes critical of Marxism for keeping its
horizons within the world of “production”.
He thus concludes that Marxist proposals
for change were insufficiently radical to alter
the fundamental sources of alienation in
modern life. His critiques always applied
to administered “command societies” as
much as to western market economies, and
he increasingly saw both as subsumed in a
type of cybernetic simulation which destroys
the meaning of production itself.

Baudrillard reads and uses the works of
Marx, along with those of Nietzsche, Kant,
Foucault, Freud, and others. Yet he is orig-
inal in their uses and is unafraid to reject
those aspects of the theorists that he does
not find useful. Similarly, he was influenced
by Jacques Lacan, but did not become a full
adherent of Lacan. In some of his works,
if one reads between the lines, his main
concern is to address the problem of “the
people” themselves (not their oppression
by some other system from outside). Yet he
does not have in mind the standard Laca-
nian cure, if such a thing exists; he develops
his own psychology through the notion of
symbolic exchange, which is absent from
Marxian, Freudian and Lacanian thought.

Many have an impression that Jean Bau-
drillard was critical of capitalism, and that’s
not quite true either. He criticized people,
and humanity; Baudrillard took on the
heavy burden of formulating a critique of
humanity, and not only capitalism. For Bau-
drillard, capitalism is simply a relationship
type in society; since it exists it was certainly
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scrutinized. Yet it is not made into the con-
ceptual cause of all the problems of modern
life. Baudrillard thus insists that capitalism
has not solved the problems of humanity,
that it is rather an effect of these problems.
Indeed, Baudrillard also criticized the peo-
ple, the social, the masses, and left-wing
politics. His basic view could be put into
one sentence: it is people who are responsible
and guilty for all, if people were different and
not a silent “mass”, everything else would be
different. He does not argue that the people
are innocent or virtuous, and are oppressed
by an alien system which is outside of them.
He argues that the agency of humans is itself
entangled in their alienation.

And that is very reasonable. More than
ever, people act as passive masses, following
the hivemind generated from whichever
algorithmic cluster they belong to. Today,
many people do not understand fairly simple
things due to a lack of education, and the
further evidence of the “disappearance of
culture” as was mentioned by Baudrillard in
numerous interviews and texts. This leads
to new forms of fatalism: uncritical faith
in “experts”, “necessity”, the shibboleths of
left or right and so on. Without a scientific
approach to reality, people end up taking a
religious stance, with various abstractions in
the place of God. If we look at widespread
“religious” approach, when people say “It’s
all in god’s hands”, “God has created the
world and therefore he knows what to do,”
and people are just “an aftereffect of a certain
god’, therefore everything that happens in
the world pleases God. However, empirical
observation demonstrates that people are
ones who shape the world and not God.
Today’s consumption, media and political
clusters often function in a similar manner,
with the role of God taken by one or another
sign which unifies the group, while eluding
human agency.

Provided this question is looked at from
a philosophical perspective, certainly, it
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is possible that somebody created human
beings, and theoretically, possibly it was
God. But once he had done it, he would
no longer interfere. All the rest is done by
people, supposedly helping God to build this
world. If we remove the “divine concept”
as such and exclude God for a moment as
we cannot disprove or prove its existence,
then, of course, it would be correct to say
that this world is built and shaped by people
themselves. Hence, there is an interesting
conclusion: all problems come from people
(except natural causes (hurricanes, earth-
quakes, etc.) that are not in the hands of
people). For this reason, Baudrillard criti-
cized humanity and not capitalism. If you
consider the entire volume of his works,
roughly speaking he devoted a third of his
life to “exposing” humanity. There is a whole
spectrum of descriptions: masses, society
of consumption, silent majority, screened
out, the kingdom of the blind, carnival of
mirrors, participants of the orgy... one may
see for themself how much attention the
problem of the people receives. Baudrillard
“mocks” humanity for 44 years (1970-2014).
In fact, that is an act of courage, as humans
can easily get offended at such criticism and
treat Baudrillard as a bully.

At least a third of Baudrillard’s philosophy
is a critique of humanity. The main notion
for the great philosopher in this regard
boils down to the following: this world is
the way it is because of the way people are!
As simple as that. If the problem is that the
media is intolerable, Baudrillard’s position
maintained that if you stop accepting what
the media feeds you, then they will have no
choice but to adjust. As the media changes,
it will force politicians to change too. After
all, it is very simple: stop watching and
following the media, then they will have to
change. In fact, mass media organizations
will become unnecessary in the way they
exist now. They are in high demand only
when they can influence the masses, society,



the electorate... but if they have no influence
over people, they become useless and will
have to change accordingly. Imagine a show
presented in a circus or theatre without an
audience. Nobody came to watch the show,
nobody paid money for it; so why would
artists work in an empty hall? Same thing
with the media. Any Spectacular, alienating,
propaganda, or subjectifying effects are not
going to work if nobody reads newspapers
or watches TV shows. That is why Baudril-
lard argued that the problem is in people
themselves. If we conventionally divide
Baudrillard’s works into three parts, then
the person would be in the center of it all,
not the mass, not the screened-out, not the
electorate but the individual.

Equally important is the fact that Jean
Baudrillard is not only the last and one of
the most famous philosophers in the world,
but also one of the last mystics of this world.
He was a mystic without a doubt (though
not a “guru”), and this will be discussed later.
It is impossible not to mention that the
“godfather of postmodernism” was a very
well-mannered and modest man. Otherwise,
it is likely that he would have written a book
titled Incredible Fool. How else can one
term a rather strange, modern and average
substance? But Baudrillard did not author a
work that would imply the aforementioned
title. When I began studying Baudrillard’s
writings, I realized that this is a philosophy
that analyses the psychology of inferiority
and the dependence of modern humans
on authorlty Considering today’s

“strange” individuals from this ,4"'““
angle of psychology;, it could
be said that they are
inferior, they feel
themselves to
be inferior 3

they even aim to be inferior. Baudrillard’s
theoretical texts are an excellent ground for
studying this subject of depth psychology
as the psychology of inferiority. This is my
own term and not Baudrillard’s, but I believe
it is a continuation of his work.

Jean Baudrillard thus takes a position like
that of a tragic hero. He is great, not because
some consider him as such but because
he was capable of opposing himself to all
mankind. Though not only opposing but
also winning the battle and gaining immea-
surable popularity and introducing his ideas
to millions. He is quoted indefinitely. He
is intellectually challenging for many and
this list may go on and on. One man. All
by himself.

Baudrillard has also accomplished
another more vivid feat: opposition to the
whole of European academia. This was the
second object of his studies. Thus, if the
first object of study for the philosopher and
sociologist was the “masses’, “screened out”
and narrowed down to a single individual
(the “fairy-tale fool”), the
second block of Baudrillards §
quest was the juxtaposition 4 4
of his own discourse
against the entirety
of European
academia.

Baudrillard Now 17



And he argued in his works that academic
science (in which I am including not only
the natural sciences or quantitative research,
but all research scholarship, “science” in the
German or Russian sense) is not exactly aca-
demic, because it is false. It’s a hoax, a sim-
ulation. The facts it produces are circular:
it feeds the masses signifiers which it then
reextracts from them. It does not produce
knowledge of the world or ways of acting in
the world; it provides simulations which are
used as blueprints to generate or simulate a
world, which nevertheless remains several
degrees removed from anything which
seems “real”. It is clear that this paradox
exposed by Baudrillard persists today.
Modern science, at least in its postmod-

assumptions, yet the same practical issue or
activity is often the subject of multiple sci-
ences, requiring “interdisciplinary” knowl-
edge. An issue like economics, considered
only mathematically (or only ecologically,
or only sociologically, or only physically...)
is not considered objectively and factually;
too much is left out. The choice of scientific
discipline and of method “biases” deter-
mines the conclusions. The objectivity of
science is fractured to such a degree as to
become inaccessible. It sometimes becomes
possible to consider a certain subject objec-
tively only in the case that it is examined
from the perspective of 160 sciences simul-
taneously. Simple question: who is going
to read so many works? Just like back in

ern form, is
no match for
ancient sci-
ence. Ancient
science is a
science of
life, closely

The ancients suggested that
“everything is comprehended through
a demonstration,” (J. S. Carranza, et al.)
but modern science does not want
to demonstrate anything.

the day medicine
was divided into
“parts”, science
at some point
branched into
different compo-
nents. Today it

connected to crafts and technologies,
techniques of living and ways of directing
human agency to transform or relate to the
world. Modern science did not appear from
scratch, and at the same time, it is rather
strange: it has never existed in nature. It is
not an outgrowth of practices of living, but
rather, emerges as part of the simulation of a
social world. From Baudrillard’s viewpoint,
modern science “appeared” in parallel with
the Bourgeois Revolution; it provides the
very science that was needed to serve con-
sumer society (and which is very different
from the earlier, fundamental science). A
science that serves consumer society is
bizarre and has little to do with real science,
and it causes a number of paradoxes.
These paradoxes are quite simple ones.
The first of these is the paradox of fragment-
ed vision. Each of the sciences is a separate
entity with its own methods, theories and
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has fallen into a state where only scientific
work carried out at the intersection of mul-
tiple sciences (not a single specialization)
comes close to the truth (i.e. corresponds to
three components of the truth: verifiability,
multi applicability, and effectiveness); an
approach which is not accepted by most
parts of American academia, for some
reason. European colleagues encourage
multidisciplinary research, but this is often
frustrated by an attempt to combine multiple
incommensurable approaches; sometimes
the specificity of a method is lost. In other
parts of the world, figuratively speaking,
“a historian should only be a historian”, “a
philosopher could only be a philosopher”
etc. A scientist should not be both (philoso-
pher and historian) at the same time, which
sounds rather absurd, but on the other hand,
each branch of science has preserved some
features of the exact sciences.



About the methodology of science.

Real science is about discovering and
understanding zones of the unknown,
expanding both knowledge and agency.
This goal requires that science be both ori-
ented towards concrete social and practical
questions, and that it be autonomous from
requirements to conform to political or
corporate interests. Today the conditions for
such a science do not exist. This is paradox-
ical, because science is not directly censored
or controlled, and scientific methods and
tools have developed to an exceptional
degree. In today’s world, scientists have all
the tools permitting them to carry out unbi-
ased, reliable and objective work. Today’s
home computers have more processing
power than the entirety of the Apollo mis-
sion control; the discoveries of centuries
are available at the click of a mouse. But
strangely enough, the average scientist has
become extremely conservative about inves-
tigating the unknown or understanding and
criticising methodologies. Scientists prefer
to continue well-trodden paths and re-using
methodologies, the rationale for which they
do not understand, or rehash similar ideas
without original discovery. In real science,
methodology is an interactive, pragmatic
and experimental field. Scientists need to
consider existing methods or even develop
new ones as they encounter problems in the
field of knowledge, as ways to uncover the
unknown. Today, what instead happens is
that scientific methods are employed like
algorithms: scientists study one or two estab-
lished methods which they “choose” at the
start of their study and apply mechanically
to the subject-matter. The result is a weak
kind of research in which the chosen meth-
od stilts the outcomes, and research results
arising from different methods are unable to
speak to each other. This is quite easy to con-
firm; just pay attention to the fact that year
by year there are fewer and fewer scientific

discoveries compared to the achievements
of scientists and the number of discoveries
in (say) the 1930s. These discoveries were
often made in correspondence with new
methods, by scientists working on concrete
problems with some degree of autonomy.
Conversely, the algorithm of requirements in
academic science stipulates the selection of
the research method first. The development
of methods is a special discipline, and who
knows how long it is going to take — often
many years. Governments and companies
are more interested in fast results than the
advancement of knowledge, even if it harms
their practical interests in the long run. As
a result, methods get applied mechanically,
and novel methods are all too easily dis-
carded.

Studying the unknown is an experi-
mental process without guarantees of what
will emerge or when. Yet science today is
carried out according to strict timetables,
of political, academic or corporate origin.
If a scientist has to spend two years just to
develop a method to conduct a study;, after
two years he might become uninterested in
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doing the actual research or if he developed
the method God forbid one day earlier, what
then? If on the other hand the process is
delayed, scientists are under pressure to
rush the work, publish preliminary find-
ings as established facts, or even falsify
their research to meet the deadline. Good
examples of this are states such as Russia,
where scientific discoveries, according to
newly approved legislation, must be made
on time, that is according to the schedule.
But scientific discoveries are not made
on the schedule; alas, Russian leadership
believes that this is possible, as if saying: we
should strive for discoveries on schedule...
Of course, you can make a discovery earlier,
but keep it secret, wait until the 5th of the
month, and present a report, simulate, so

within consumer society. Despite all of the
assets of humanity (supposedly to some
extent false ones), with all of their tools of
research and the possibility to create new
methods and much more, modern academic
science functions according to rules that
make it hard or even impossible to do all
of this. Science is constrained by “common
sense’, institutional rigidity, peer pressure
and corporate and political issues.

For this reason, Baudrillard is highly
insightful, as he has found the strength to
oppose himself not only against mankind,
to the society in which we live now, but also
against academic science, allowing him to
serve as a precursor for a future science; as
Galileo did. Opposing academic science
may be even harder than opposing “soci-

to speak.
Modern aca-
demic science at
its core is a rather
strange assem-

blage, which has

Baudrillard’s basic view could be put
into one sentence: it is people who are
responsible and guilty for all, if people
were different and not a silent “mass”,

everything else would be different.

ety’, since the
former will
necessarily
take Baudril-
lard’s work
and oppo-

heterogeneous
categories, on the one hand, and disparate
scientists, on the other. Most scientists are
products of the order, establishment and
society where they live. They bring into their
science the usual traits such as self-brand-
ing, bullshitting, attentive stress and public
relations focus, which are widespread in the
surrounding society and have come to be
rewarded in academia. At the same time as
being supposed experts, they are just the
way everybody else is and simply replicate
science to serve the consumer society in
which we live. They formulate scientific
claims in the manner others design con-
sumer goods: for saleability, not accuracy.
If we speak about Baudrillard’s philosophy;,
his focus is on the “mass” that boils down
to one individual. And the second focus of
his attention is academic science, which is
in fact nothing but a paradoxical structure
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sition to it
into account, whereas the latter may sim-
ply ignore him. Baudrillard threatens to
expose the skeletons in the closet of modern
academic science: its irrational structure
resulting from its complicity in consumer
society. Figuratively speaking, those skele-
tons can be compared to a “dead pharaoh”
who is worshipped, another figure in the
model of God to whom agency is alienated.

There is a huge difference between
modern science and the science which
supposedly preceded the current one. The
earlier science was objective and designed
on practical experience on the basis of the
key skill of the era (as termed by the acade-
mician G.S. Popov). Humanity in different
eras has the concept of a “key skill.” As an
example, in the middle ages, a key skill was
the ability to handle a weapon to survive and
the science of the particular era was built



around that vital necessity. It also had some
degree of autonomy, and thus contributed
to further development of the skill.

For the first time in the history of science,
at some point after World War II, it began
serving society and as a result of which sci-
entists stopped being scientists. Academics
have become a kind of “operating personnel
of tradition”, a variety of the manager or
bureaucrat plugged into the administration
of consumer society, rather than artisans
of crafts or pioneers of knowledge. The
distinctiveness of schools or universities
as spaces related to knowledge began to dis-
appear, as both became increasingly similar
to factories, offices or supermarkets. The
main aspect of science — applied science
(a practical aspect of science, aiming to
improve people’s lives) — has disappeared;
there is academic science and there is mere
application. Consequently, science has found
itself as one of the armaments of capital.
Capitalists have always been implicitly inter-
ested in gaining an advantage over others as
competition in capitalist economies never
stop. Knowledge has never been more
freely available, nor more constrained in its
application. This leads to a kind of paradox
of negative freedom. Each individual has
freedom in consumer society: he can study
what he wants, where and when he wants,
but the whole problem is that he does not
want to because he does not need it.

Without constant development of applied
scientific knowledge, the learning of science
also falls into crisis. The classical/liberal
system of upbringing and education has
disappeared, yet teachers and academics
retain professional authority based on this
older system, which is also paradoxical. In
today’s world, some even confuse a teacher
with a scientist. The vast majority of profes-
sors at universities are not scientists, they are
teachers. Bad? Good? Different. Formerly, a
scientist used to teach because of necessity,

but today it is the opposite: a pedagogue is
a “scientist” by necessity. Academics engage
in mediocre scholarship as a necessity for
keeping their jobs, which are principally
teaching and administrative jobs, and they
often teach and administer topics in which
their academic knowledge is very limited.
As a matter of fact, academic science in
the current form is almost useless. No-one
pays it much attention, even the academics.
That's the paradox. After all, if it is a science,
it has to be useful, but the facts confirm
the opposite. Everyone in academia knows
other academics are publishing shoddy,
repetitive or workmanlike research, citing
each other for mutual advantage without
actually engaging with each other’s papers,
redefining concepts for personal advantage,
and so on; everyone knows that no more
than a handful of people will read a given
article, and that its central claims, unless
they tread on someone’s toes, will never
actually be tested, applied or criticised.
Yet they keep up the game of simulating
science, producing something which looks
and internally functions very much like an
integrated body of knowledge.

Since academic knowledge is no longer
connected to applications, there is no
way to distinguish between good and bad
knowledge. Academic sciences become
dependent on fashions, which are set by
people whose scientific ability and knowl-
edge are often questionable. Let’s consider
as an example, “adaptive thinking” by the
German psychologist Gerd Gigerenzer
(director Emeritus of the Center for Adap-
tive Behavior and Cognition (ABC) at the
Max Planck Institute for Human Develop-
ment and director of the Harding Center
for Risk Literacy). His research smashes the
approach of modern science and mathemat-
ics. He demonstrates “adaptive thinking”
throughout the book too: great abilities
in the field of higher mathematics, using
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Bayesian and other models. Gigerenzer says
that today humanity elevates man above
all. For example, a machinist in a factory
allegedly has to be able to keep triple inte-
grals in his mind or a McDonald’s manager
should calculate probability by means of a
Bayesian model if humanity elevates man
to the level of perfection. Such properties
are frankly incredible; it is doubtful whether
such functionaries have even heard of the
Bayesian model. Nevertheless, people live
without science, they are used to living this
way and it seems totally fine in a consum-
er society. Instead of science, there is, for
example, intuition, but the way it works or
what it is, is not even interesting to an aver-
age person. For an average person “using”
intuition is all about his or her sensations,
the whole range of feelings and emotions,
which periodically take a certain form; one
attempts to decipher this form, calling it
“intuition”, but this mystifies rather than
reveals the forces producing such reactions.
Yet a person who does not “intuit” in the
expected way is an outcast. As Baudrillard
said, today ignorance is the basis of social
adaptation. Currently, social inclusion is
based on a condition of inferiority and
deficiency which is the foundation of life
in the society of consumption. Inferiority
is a mark of status: the more inferior you
are, the more society owes you.

I am not trying to argue against support
for people who are genuinely vulnerable:
poor people, disabled people, children,
and so on. Society needs to take responsi-
bility for supporting these groups. Rather,
I am criticising the trend to demand that
ordinary, healthy, and “happy” individuals
must either claim or simulate inferiority
to gain recognition, rather than exercising
agency, power, knowledge, productivity, and
commitment to the degree that they can.
When a perfectly healthy individual, who is
not deprived of anything psychologically or
physiologically, becomes inferior in order to
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gain as much as possible from this society,
the result is a disaster, no matter how polit-
ically problematic this claim may sound. A
point is reached where one must pretend to
provide such configuration parameters to
live well in society, and where the pretence
becomes so ingrained that people actually
become less than they could be. Imagine that
everyone has to play the role of a disabled
person in everything, all the time. Suppose,
however, that this is not just faking, but
produces the real effect of incapacity. As
Baudrillard observes in Simulacra and Sim-
ulation: “Whoever fakes an illness can simply
stay in bed and make everyone believe he is
ill. Whoever simulates an illness produces in
himself some of the symptoms™-.

Today’s situation resembles that found in
The Adventures of Buratino (1976), a Soviet
musical movie for children. (The screen ver-
sion of a popular novel by Aleksey Tolstoy.
A wooden boy Buratino tries to find his
place in life. He befriends toys from a toy
theater owned by the evil Karabas-Barabas,
gets tricked by Alice the Fox and Basilio the
Cat and finally discovers the mystery of a
golden key given to him by the kind Tor-
tila the Tortoise.) This movie gives a vivid
example of that “country of fools” Buratino,
a Pinocchio variant, sells his textbooks and
his chance at knowledge to go to a puppet
show, only to be targeted for destruction by
the show’s owner because he disrupts the
show. He spends most of the movie trying
to free the children forced to perform in the
show. What is happening today results from
inverted scientific concepts, which are, in
fact, the paradoxes of this world. Another
example of such a paradox: for some rea-
son modern psychology considers it to be
“normal” that masses of people go to work
and every month or every week wait for
their paychecks — indeed, the neoclassical
’ Baudrillard, J., Glaser, S. E, & University of

Michigan Press. (1994). Simulacra and Simula-
tion. Amsterdam University Press.




economics prevalent in academic economics
departments and the proliferating business
studies and management studies depart-
ments take this for granted and aggressively
encourage “job creation”; but the same
business people who pay workers” wages are
considered in other social science disciplines
such as psychology and cultural studies to
be “pathological”. There are quite a lot of
scientists who hysterically try to prove this.
But how can those who provide the living of
the “normal” be “abnormal”? Surely either
the entire system is “normal’, or the entire
system is “abnormal”? Another similar

policy”; the problem is that the “evidence”
is very narrowly constructed and of dubious
quality). Up to a certain point, science used
to demonstrate certain things to the world
community. For example, it fired rockets
into space, built rockets, invented comput-
ers, and so on. Most of the major scientific
discoveries prevalent in the postmodern
world were made between the 1930s and
1950s, and have only been incrementally
improved since. The last irrefutable and real
scientists lived between 1984 and 1986, but
even in those years, they were already at
the stage of leaving science because of their

In fact, Baudrillard’s system carries a certain concealed
knowledge, accessible only to those who carry out
a thorough independent study of his texts which aims
to perceive their core. Baudrillard has created not only
philosophy and sociology but has also provided an impetus
towards establishing a new academic school in psychology.

example is neuroscientific theories which are
popularized today, often as a convenient way
to justify things as they cannot be verified by
experiments. Anyone can formulate a neu-
rological or an evolutionary psychological
hypothesis and present it as scientific fact.
The actual development of neuroscience is
still in its infancy and its findings change
all of the time; most of which are uncertain
and have few social or political implications,
and quite a few take the form of “proving”
things which are already known (that sadists
enjoy others’ pain or impulsive people have
lower self-control for example). Yet these
findings appear in the media as if they are
the height of verified scientific knowledge,
and denying them is like denying gravity.
The ancients suggested that “everything
is comprehended through a demonstra-
tion,” but modern science does not want
to demonstrate anything. It’s just there,
that’s all (Generally, experimental research
is still valued, hence e.g. “evidence based

age. Some of their students continued their
legacy, but very few of them. Some of these
scientists, as such, can still be seen today,
for instance, in cognitive psychology, Gerd
Gigerenzer, Daniel Kahneman and several
others. They are not young men anymore,
they do not care about what “people think”
and they say what they believe to be true.
Even if many people do not agree with their
work, these people still have no choice but to
acknowledge the works of authority figures
in their own fields.

However, the further progress of science
has largely stopped. Science stopped needing
to make discoveries, instead maintaining
that “everything is already known” and
“don’t revise, challenge, examine institu-
tionalized things” as it may question the
activities of previous scientists. Any new
scientific discovery could question the
scientific “discoveries” of others, which
will expose skeletons in the cupboard.
Academic gatekeeping and bureaucratic
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management of research are used to ensure
that science remains within the bounds of
orthodoxy, endlessly reaffirming what is
already believed.

There is another extremely interesting
regularity: the majority of scientific work
that exists today is not demanded by any-
one. Academic science and society exist
separately: society is not interested in what
academic science is doing, and nobody
even pays attention to it. At the same time,
academic science does not pay attention to
society. However, it cannot go on like this
very long. Certainly, society at all times was
in need of science, but not the kind available
today. To put it very simply, a modern sci-
entist who did his last scientific work (good,
bad, simulative) 30 years ago would still be
considered a “scientist” in this society even
it he had not done anything in the last 30
years, and only lectured at university. Once
he received his PhD or Doctorate status, he
was established as a scientist for some. This
is what was criticized by Jean Baudrillard:
the approach taken by modern science is
mediocre. Yet paradoxically, everything
necessary for the existence of high-quality

24 Baudrillard Now

science is available. There is no prohibition
on methods and methodologies of science
and research, as there was in the times of the
Inquisition and the prohibition of certain
claims in Europe. Everything is available,
but the data and methods are not used.
And most importantly, there is no desire
among academics to be a true scientist, as
the assessment criteria have become totally
different. There are structural deterrents to
original research. Consider the situation
when a scientist deals with a certain subject
that is not looked into by other scientists:
there might be one or two other people who
also research that subject. When such a sci-
entist writes a scientific paper on the results
of his research and sends it to a peer-re-
viewed scientific journal, he is asked: “Why
is your citation index so low?”, to which he
answers: “Well, who would cite me if there
are almost no scientists dealing with the
same problem?”. The journal might decide
the work is too parochial to be published;
alternatively, if it contradicts the previous
claims of one of the reviewers, they might
reject it on spurious grounds, or demand
extensive revisions to bring it back in line
with orthodoxy. Alas, the established par-
adigm followed in the academic world has
its own assessment standards which are not
conducive to scientific research, and which
instead encourage simulation, circular repe-
tition and mutual reinforcement of existing
beliefs.

Another paradoxical situation arose
recently in the Netherlands at a confer-
ence about the problems of blind review
in scientific journals indexed in SCOPUS
and Web of Science. One of the prominent
scholars in his area, who was a participant
in the conference, stood up and asked: “Who
would want to blind review my work? I am
very curious about who is up to review my
work?” Remember that he is a number one
academician in his area. Yet he wonders
whether anyone could actually review his



work. The same problem arises today for
many leading scholars. Who can review
the works of Gerd Gigerenzer? It is like
criticizing one of the founders of depth
psychology: Leopold Szondji, or Sigmund
Freud, or Carl Gustav Jung, for instance.
A leading scholar can be cited, but not
reviewed. These kinds of circumstances
are clear evidence that the very approach
of the modern academic system with the
requirements of “who to cite, who to review”
is dysfunctional in its essence. Who will
quote whom? Imagine a genius scientist who
is “forced” to make reference to incompetent
experts in a particular subject, who have no
relation to science. Unfortunately, today,
the same norms are imposed on the entire
scientific community. A scientist, of course,
can refer to his predecessor, but only if he
considers it to be relevant. However, if the
subject of his study has never been tackled
by anybody before him, where is the room
for the scientific novelty that is expected in
science, if one has to necessarily quote and
refer to others? This, among other things,
is the problem.

What is the core of the conflict between
Baudrillard and the academic community?
Science contributes to the worldview of an
individual. In current conditions, Baudril-
lard divided this “worldview” into three
parts: illusion (delusion), simulation, and
hyperreality. Science can only contribute
to this worldview if it itself promotes illu-
sion, simulation and hyperreality. In fact,
speaking about the fact that this is not a
worldview, but a simulation. People living in
consumer society can only handle simulated
science.

An illusion is a “category” when we think
that we know something, without actually
knowing it. It is always about the superficial
perception of the subject, which has long
since become a regular foundation of our
society. The main reason for widespread
social illusions, misconceptions and

delusions is the speed and acceleration
of modern life. High-paced living creates
conditions favoring superficiality. As an
illustration, if someone has no time to read a
two-volume manuscript, they might instead
choose to watch a 10-minute YouTube video
which “summarizes” the subject in question.
However, they may find themselves inter-
acting with others who have also watched
the same summary, at which point, it no
longer matters if the core of the book was
summarized properly or not.

Another important aspect of simulated
science is signified by the “like/dislike”
formula so clearly articulated on social
media. Real science has to be based on
objective data about the world. Simulated
science has evolved into a set of data that is
supplied with the properties of sympathy or
otherwise: “I do not like this figure because
of my psychological trauma, I am distressed
about anything related to the digit “2” ...”
For example, academics are now expected to
repeat the same moralised terms when dis-
cussing particular topics, for reasons related
to ethics or politics rather than objectivity.
People are meant to “situate” themselves
within a grid composed of algorithmic
binaries, and not to produce scholarship
which escapes from these binaries. In other
cases, subjective perceptions are taken as
“feedback’, indicating not just perceptions
but attributes of (for example) a product or
policy. Subjectively, while listening to many
“scientists and scholars” today, I catch myself
thinking about clinical norms. Supposed
scholars often articulate what seems to me
a psychopathological discourse with no
relationship to reality. For example, one
“reads” a text from one’s own preformed
point of view, projects into it content which
is absent or barely discernible, and presents
this reading as if it were a scientific contri-
bution to understanding the text. Can one
not similarly say that every psychosis or
neurosis entails “reading” the world through
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a fixed idea, and is thus equally deserving
of scientific status?

Modern academia also teaches its sci-
entists how to lie, justifying it by misusing
works of predecessors, and this is another
way simulation comes into play. Students
learn to repeat the appropriate jargon, but
do not learn what it means (if it ever meant
anything). They learn to deploy signifiers as
if they are buzzwords or marks of allegiance
or status. The result is often indistinguish-
able from science to the untrained eye, yet
has nothing to do with investigating the
unknown. A well-grounded scheme that
is not factual is a simulative scheme. It is
confirmed that most scientists have no idea
what they are dealing with, psychologists do
not know the human psyche, and physicists
do not know their units and values, except
for a small number of people who are actual-
ly engaged in scientific activities. I have been
in science for about 25 years, throughout
this quarter of a century, I haven’t met many
real scientists, although I have interacted
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with many supposed scientists. Paradoxi-
cally, real scientific status is a provision that
requires serious sustenance, but this status
is assigned to the most obedient, those who
tick the boxes for academic jobs and citation
metrics, and not to those who are actually
engaged in research activities and who can
prove their studies to the world scientific
community. The category of “obedient
scientist” is paradoxical by itself. A true
scientist is a revolutionist in science: s/he
discovers something new, something which
was unknown, and is accountable to the
data and not to others’ opinions. After all,
the main function of science is to clarify the
fields of the unknown. Baudrillard attempt-
ed to contrast himself with the stupidity and
vulgarity of obedience in science.

The third element scrutinized by Baudril-
lard was the study of the systems (essentially
the results) of what has happened. His work
America is a study of the entirety of one of
these systems, the state of American life.
The aforementioned text is the result of
Baudrillard’s study of an interaction with
an individual, with a fairy-tale fool, and
that very paradoxical science, the worldview
imposed by the modern simulative method
of science.

It is possible to say that science has made
everything in the world incomprehensible.
Science for an uneducated person can be,
and often is, incomprehensible in detail,
but at least when it comes to concepts, it
must be clear and understandable. However,
modern science is incomprehensible and
obscure in all its manifestations. How was
this “accomplished”? It is necessary for the
scientist to speak in a completely foreign
language, to use hundreds and thousands
of unclear, complex terms in a minute so
that no one understands what was meant or
what was said. Furthermore, since human-
ity has developed a strange trait, what the
Strugatsky brothers call the “toggle-switch
of self-esteem”, nobody wants to look like



a fool and publicly express that he has no
idea what is going on. Therefore, it is easier
for him to recognize incomprehensible as
understandable and reliable rather than
to look like an idiot. Hence, most people
accept what is given to them not because
they understand the essence, but because
they don’t understand a thing.

The settled mode of thinking in the
US is quite strange as Baudrillard wrote
in America — like people from another
realm, mostly very primitive. Since I have
friends and partners living in the US, I fre-
quently deal with this country, and I must
confess that in the beginning for me with
my European mindset, it was not easy to
communicate with them. Even the structure
and vocabulary of American English and
the way it is used was very strange for me
in the beginning. A language can show a
lot about the way people act and the way
they think (translator’s note: especially for
somebody whose native language is Russian,
these two languages are extremely divergent
from each other and simply very different
in their essence).

Also, there is another category of “sci-
entists” who “adapt and transmit” works
of scientists to the masses in such a way
that by virtue of ignorance the masses do
not understand what was being conveyed
by people they have never heard of before.
There is a new trend that public activists and
speakers are perceived as public authorities,
but in fact, are totally incompetent in what
they courageously start doing. Nonetheless,
these people are perceived by the public
and the media as scientists and experts, and
the scientific community is in no fit state
to put any check on this. The list can go
on and on. In a nutshell, the majority of
people implicitly consider that learning,
in the truest sense of the word, is simply
ludicrous. Subsequently, social demands are
designed correspondingly. A simple example
from today are the requirements of tech

giants and large corporations, what they
want from employees is not knowledge but
skill, it doesn’t matter how knowledgeable
one is, the question is simply whether he
can demonstrate results.

In today’s consumer society, there is little
social value in being educated or learning
anything in the true sense of these terms. It
is not classy to be educated, and it is socially
useless or even dangerous. Consumer soci-
ety’s main “measuring tool” of well-being is
money. Thus, if one has it, then one is fine, if
not then things are bad. Many people think
that it is very easy to actually earn money;,
that it is enough to transform your hobby
into your job. Well, if this is true, perhaps it
would be smart to learn what money is, how
to make it, come up with ways of making
money, research financial systems, etc. But
people don't do that either. Why? The reason
is unknown. As a result, money and wealth
are further mystified. These systems cannot
be investigated without having a specific
approach, methodology, and research tools.
And Baudrillard did brilliantly when it came
to this; his approaches are conceptual, his
research judgments and models are impec-
cable, and the conclusions he reached are
unquestionably verifiable. Various things
related to Baudrillard’s conclusions are so
remarkably apparent that it does not even
require evidence, in some cases it would
be enough for anybody to look around and
see it for themselves. On the one hand, the
study of interaction and models is extremely
difficult from a research perspective, but
today it is crucial. Studying the current state
of affairs (things that are already formed)
explains the causes of their emergence in the
first place. For instance, it becomes clear why
we ended up having something in the form
of a “consumer society’, or an “economy of
the sign”.

The fourth subject of Baudrillard’s study
is mysticism, particularly European mysti-
cism: Baudrillard’s question “What are you
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doing after the orgy?” is about mysticism —
the future is unknown. However, Baudrillard
examined the “future” by means of different
approaches. He did not just study what
would happen, but also the character of
relationships between people in that future,
i.e., what it might look like and why. Bau-
drillard goes beyond the world, and tries
to reflect on what is beyond hyperreality.
The philosopher spoke of the fact that the
world is given to us to be destroyed, that it
is not enough to create a new one. Where
would the previous world go? This matter
was well articulated by him in Why Hasn't
Everything Already Disappeared?
Immortality tends towards the primitive.
In one of the interviews from the series “The
Legacy of Baudrillard’s School” and in my
study of the philosophy and sociology of
Baudrillard, I spoke with Dr. Thierry Bardini
and he said that the idea of moving back to
immortality is a simplification. The paradox
is that one can reach “immortality”, but at
the cost of becoming primitive and losing
all his characteristics and traits, in other
words, ceasing to be human. The attempt to
create a superhuman, which has long been
sought after all over the world in the course
of history, invariably leads to the creation
of a subhuman being. It leads to historical
dangers such as fascism. Science can be very
dangerous by itself and if used for evil, it
may cause catastrophic consequences.
Baudrillard’s mysticism is expressed in
concepts such as seduction, virulence, fate
and the conspiracy of art. At the center of
the mystical conception, there is a trans-
parent evil, which is not inferior at all. The
sign (symbolism, symbolic component) for
Jean Baudrillard is a multifaceted mystical
category, which he uses multi-vectorially
and variously to conduct research, draw
conclusions and explain causality. On the
basis of mysticism, Baudrillard has writ-
ten the following works: Fatal Strategies,
The Perfect Crime, Passwords and Radical
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Alterity. Some elements of this fifth part of
his philosophy and its consequences can be
considered prophetic.

Apparently, one of Baudrillard’s verifica-
tion test tools becomes photography (even
though he used to say that photography
is just a way to spend his leisure time).
Human perception is structured in a way
that an image is referenced to a concept. For
example, a “pack of cigarettes” is both an
image and a title (a signifier) that gives an
understanding of what it is. At some point in
time, in my view, Baudrillard started taking
pictures so that the patterns he described
could be understood properly. I believe that
he went even further with this, he may have
suggested the use of the camera as a research
tool of philosophy and sociology, which
creates an alternative to modern society
and science. Baudrillard sees that with the
help of a camera a person can look into
the future. In one of his interviews with
Nicholas Zurbrugg, Baudrillard draws a
parallel between photography and writing:
“I realized that there was a relation between
the activity of theoretical writing, and the
activity of photography, which at the begin-
ning seemed utterly different to me. But in
fact, it’s the same thing — it's the same process
of isolating something in a kind of empty
space, and analyzing it within this space,
rather than interpreting it.”*

Robert Capa, one of the founders of the
world’s first photo agency, Magnum Photos,
in 1947, once said that he can express more
with three photographs than writing three
books. When we think about Baudrillard
as a photographer, it is possible to take his
photographic works as a supplement to his
writings. Therefore, studying the philosoph-
ical and sociological thought of Baudrillard
while omitting his photography would not
be enough to deeply understand his thought.
* Baudrillard, J., Glaser, S. E, & University of

Michigan Press. (1994). Simulacra and Simula-
tion. Amsterdam University Press.
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In addition, it must be noted that Baudrillard
was a very good teacher, like all sages. He
did not present his system to people just like
that, in a “naked” form, but split it through-
out his books and essays by turning them
into intellectual configurations. He then
developed a building out of them, numbered
every piece, every brick. Afterward, he dis-
mantled (figuratively) the aforementioned
house, put all of its components on the table
and burned all of the schemes and sketches.
This means that the situation turns out to
be as follows. To understand the entirety
of Baudrillard’s concepts and philosoph-
ical and sociological thought, one has no
choice but to study every piece of his work,
one must sketch the design of the building
and try to assemble it from scratch. Thus,
Baudrillard “doomed” the “student” to do
an independent study on his works. Why
is that? The French sociologist, Professor
Lucien Oulahbib, explained to me that a
true insight into Baudrillard’s thought with a
thorough understanding of the models and
schemes developed by him might become
very dangerous in the wrong hands, and that
Baudrillard probably feared that. Everything
has two sides, the constructive and offensive,
since Baudrillard’s philosophy and sociology
are very much practical, their power can be
exercised in the bad sense of the word.
One professor said that “Baudrillard is
great for attacking any system, anything... it
is a terrific hammer”. The philosophy and
sociology of Baudrillard do have a “sacred
sphere” inside of them which has a variety
of practical systems. I have conducted an
experiment and seen the result; on the basis
of Baudrillard’s philosophy I was able to
create “Security in the 21st Century Text-
book”. Certainly, I already had extensive
experience in this area as I have been
engaged in related research for 10 years,
but Baudrillard’s philosophy allowed me
to clarify the situation and to create a firm
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framework for systematization relevant to
current time.

In addition to all of the above, the phi-
losophy and sociology of Jean Baudrillard
are multidimensional, by using it, one can
do “miracles”. That is, it is equally useful for
a businessman as it is for a student, equally
useful to both the military and a doctor.
It could be helpful to anybody regardless
of their position and area of specialty.
Provided, if one diligently and seriously
approaches the topic, he or she will be able
to accomplish a lot.

As a result, I was able to provide a design
of the philosophy and sociology of Jean Bau-
drillard (see image below), by schematizing
it on the board.

We have thus identified five parts of Bau-
drillard’s philosophy, and a sixth component
which is an unknown practical part of this
philosophy in the form of a dual sphere:

o An individual, with the possibility of
scaling levels to the city, masses, scanned,
silent majority

o Academic science

« The system of interaction between these
actors, the results of their interaction in the
form of society and other kinds of systems

o The center of the structure has a key
point of transition from the present to
the future — orgy — future — mysticism.
(“What are you doing after the orgy?”)

o Mysticism (future)

o The camera as a research tool

o A dual sphere of interaction among
each other, a place where practical designs
of the present and future are directed. All
this is arranged in a way that allows us to
fully comprehend an exhaustive amount of
practical (applied) knowledge in the present,
and understand the knowledge of the future
by means of independent work and study.

In fact, Baudrillard’s system carries a cer-
tain concealed knowledge, accessible only to
those who carry out a thorough independent



study of his texts which aims to perceive
their core. Thus, Baudrillard has created not
only philosophy and sociology but has also
provided an impetus towards establishing a
new academic school in psychology. Most
importantly, he also created a system of
independent work for an individual study
that may result in an applied science of the
present and the future.

Leaping ahead, I will say that I won't limit
myself with just one book on Baudrillard’s
thought. Every book I write about his sys-
tem will have its purpose, just the way this
book does. The purpose of this book is to
teach the reader how to study Baudrillard’s
philosophy on their own, how to structure
the reading in a way that while studying
Baudrillard’s books you will be able to fill
in the practical details of the present and
future. Subsequent books are probably going
to be about helping to understand particular
details of Baudrillard’s system (for example,
nuances when it comes to the topic of a
single individual, masses, society, science,
and systems that already exist). Perhaps at
some point in time, every person will need
to ask themselves the same question posed
by Baudrillard: What are you doing after the
orgy? The law of outrunning the growth of
demands and a number of other predicted
patterns of nature make human desires
illimitable, and desires are further intensified
by impatience. The masses want everything
and they want it right now! And this desire
generates the orgy, but obviously, there is no
eternal orgy, so what happens when the orgy
is over? This is a very serious philosophical,
sociological and psychological question.
If the question is looked at from all three
perspectives (philosophical, sociological and
psychological) it yields many conclusions
that should be grasped. The orgy is the key
to unhappiness and dissatisfaction with life.
Baudrillard’s photography is a mirror of his
mysticism, which is beyond the orgy;, it is

an unknown future. You can look ahead
to the future, and not too far away, let’s say
the day after tomorrow or 10 years ahead,
but the further it is the worse it gets. This
world can be seen as an orgy, in fact, that’s
what’s happening right now.

For example, currently, the whole world
is in quarantine because of COVID-19—it
is an “orgy”, so what’s after that? Baudril-
lard’s mysticism has a direct answer to this
question: there will be fatal consequences
of fatal strategies. What exactly will be the
consequences? One has to sit down and
look into the matter, but there is no doubt
that the consequences will be fatal. After an
orgy, there are always fatal consequences,
as is evident throughout history. How long
can an orgy last? Historically they are short-
lived, even if it lasts long enough in the view
of people, to the history of mankind it is a
drop in the ocean. All that takes place after
the orgy is mystical, a consequence of fatal
strategies.

For all that, the purpose of writing this
book is to teach the reader how to study the
philosophy of Baudrillard and to discover
ways that will allow each reader to delve
into the depths of his philosophy and make
the best out of it.
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Jean Baudrillard, Me, and
Ethnic Theme Parks

Jerome Krase

Introduction

In my work, which I have tried to
synthesize for this essay, I have upon
occasion borrowed, mostly retroactively,
from Jean Baudrillard, or other notable
French, or otherwise, intellectuals to
support my theorizing, descriptions, and/
or findings; even my musings. It is, or was,
a recognition that, without significant
disciplinary reputation, my own scholarly
efforts might not be able to stand the slings
and arrows alone, as reviewers always
look to see if something is supported by
or fit into, established ways of thinking
about a subject. Thinking outside the box
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is a privilege for those who don't need
approval. In this brief essay, I would like
to show how bits of his work can warn,
advise, caution, and inform ways of seeing
the world around me.

When 1 first perused “America,” 1
thought to myself how I would have
loved to get away with such free, verbose,
expression. I remember being taught in
graduate school that my feelings about a
subject of study, without supporting num-
bers, graphs, and charts, were not only
irrelevant but dangerously extraneous ver-
biage. They were, as is America, essentially,
more a work of art rather than science and



therefore academically irrelevant. In many
ways, his whirlwind reflections on the
country in which I live appeared to me as
jagged fragments that would at best serve
as a collection of intriguing pieces for a
jigsaw puzzle of a psychedelic map of the
USA.

I was particularly struck by his feel-
ings about New York City and its people;
although to my disappointment he seemed
not to have ventured outside of Manhattan
and its verticality; which I despise, and
which is now demolishing the relatively
less dizzying horizontality of the city’s outer
boroughs. I had hoped as well that he had
spent some time (perhaps he did without
comment) in New YorK’s Little Italies and
other Ethnic Theme Parks. These are the
places in which the commodified social,
cultural and symbolic capital produced
by immigrants and their offspring, have
produced diverse vernacular landscapes,
festivals, restaurants, and other amuse-
ments for outsiders. In other words, where
the places and its inhabitants are sold.
(Krase 2012b) These social rubrics or eth-
nic genres of urban commercial precincts
are “simulacrae” of a commodified ethnic
theme park.

Although my own work does not derive
in any way from a reading of Jean Bau-
drillard (1983), I think it is important to
offer a sense of the ways in which his much
more intensive concerns dovetail with my
own. As opposed to representations that
are a product of reality, these simulated
representations are prior to, and therefore
determine, what is “real” for the viewer.
The postmodern observer’s inability to
distinguish between reality and the simu-
lacrum is the result of a number of forces,
especially the powerful media culture that
not only relays information but also inter-
prets it for the receiver. They are not merely
a hegemonic demographic designation (a

place dominated by particular residents).
Rather, it is an idea about a place that can
be marketed in one way or another.

When discussing the visualization
of American Cities. (2012a: 109-138), I
argued that Jean Baudrillard reserved a
special place for American cities that are,
for want of better terminology, an urban
je ne sais quoi. In other more or less Euro-
pean places one could find assembled the
same social and physical elements. How-
ever, he thought that “missing” were the
“sparkle and violence” and the “immense
skies” that shaped the American mind.
Speaking ill of Paris’ “sickly buildings,’
and its high-rise business district la
Defense as a French garden—"a bunch of
buildings with a ribbon around it” (2010:
15), Baudrillard exalted the American city
for its mad spatial competition that rejects
constraints and approaches the arrogance
of the urban Renaissance. For him, even
demolition is a worthy spectacle:

The twenty-storey block remains perfect-
ly vertical as it slides towards the centre of
the earth. It falls straight, with no loss of its
upright bearing, like a tailors dummy fall-
ing through a trap-door, and its own surface
area absorbs the rubble. What a marvellous
modern art form this is, a match for the
firework displays of our childhood. (16)

Since  am more interested in the streets
than the skylines, Baudrillard offered, now
dated, rejoinder:

They say the streets are alive in Europe,
but dead in America. They are wrong.
Nothing could be more intense, electrifying,
turbulent, and vital than the streets of New
York. They are filled with crowds, bustle,
and advertisements, each by turns aggres-
sive or casual. There are millions of people
in the streets, wandering, carefree, violent,
as if they had nothing better to do—and
doubtless they have nothing else to do—
than produce the permanent scenario of the
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Figure 1. Southeast Baltimore, Maryland, 2016
(A Few Little Italies)
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city. There is music everywhere; the activity
is intense, relatively violent, and silent (it
is not the agitated, theatrical activity you
find in Italy). The streets and avenues never
empty, but the neat, spacious geometry of
the city is far removed from the thronging
intimacy of the narrow streets of Europe.
(2010: 16)

Robert Venturi offered an equally pow-
erful vision of American urban landscapes
that complements the conflicting notions
of ].B. Jackson (1984) and Wilbur Zelinsky
1991). Venturi continues to be for archi-
tectural critics and historians, and me, the
most salient reference. The architectural
theorist Jean La Marche placed him, along
with his partner Denise Scott Brown,
among four seminal twentieth-century
architects and firms that included Frank

wide spectacles such as Rio di Janeiro’s
Mardis Gras.

The most powerful iteration of themed
amusement parks was the 1955 opening
of Disneyland in Anaheim, California.
It was the product of the imaginative
genius of Walt Disney. For Jean Baudril-
lard, Disneyland was the most real place
in American because it admits to being
only a simulation. “The objective profile
of the United States, then, may be traced
throughout Disneyland, even down to the
morphology of individuals and the crowd.
All its values are exalted here, in miniature
and comic-strip form. Embalmed and
pacified” (Poster 1998: 171)

Regardless of profit motivations, vari-
ations of Disneyland, resorts,and evenan
ideally themed American town —“Cele-

Lloyd Wright,
Le Corbusier,
and Aldo
Rossi. Venturi
tried to entice

“Disneyfication,” is the transformation
of something real and unsettling into
a controlled and safe environment
with similar qualities.

bration” — have
been developed
around the glo-

be. They have
also given rise to

American

architects, planners, and builders away
from the predictable modernism that
dominated the field in the 1960s. Of special
importance was his concern for quotidian
urban life and commercial signage.
Origin and Theorizing Theme Parks
As I have written about Theme Parks
(2019), large-scale public amusements
have been around since ancient times in
the form of religious and state sponsored
festivals and performances. Historically
such spectacular, often themed, collective
celebrations functioned primarily to unify
populations and create, or maintain, col-
lective solidarity. In addition to confirming
the social order, during the Middle-Ages,
local and regional fairs provided a wide
range of diversions to large crowds. Large-
scale religious festivals evolved during this
period and continue until today as city-

a major concept
in sociological discourse concerning
the relations between urban spaces and
the people who use or inhabit them.
“Disneyfication,” is the transformation of
something real and unsettling into a con-
trolled and safe environment with similar
qualities. The discourse hasbeen enhanced
by similar, more academic terms, such
as “disneyization” connected to theories
of consumption (Bryman 1999). George
Ritzer’s post-modernist version -- “McDis-
neyization” -- have expanded Disney’s
idealized conceptualizations about generic
spaces into a globalizing homogenizing
style. (1998)

The notion of theme parks as spaces in
which individual freedom is accentuat-
ed has been turned on its head by many
contemporary urbanists and social critics.
The leading exponent of the negative view
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is architect and urbanist Michael Sorkin
who declared.

This is the meaning of the theme park,
the place that embodies it all, the ageo-
graphia, the surveillance and control, the
simulations without end. The theme park
presents its happy regulated vision of
pleasure --- all these artfully hoodwinking
forms --- as a substitute for the democratic
public realm and it does so appealingly by
stripping troubled urbanity of its sting, of
the presence of the poor, of crime, of dirt,
of work.” (1992: Xv)

In Variations on a Theme Park, Sorkin,
presented eight essays by leading urban
scholars. They were highly critical of the
elitism of designers and planners that
resulted in the alienation of users of a wide

e

range of urban spaces and places such as
large-scale shopping malls, and recreated
historical settings. In the same volume,
Neil Smith, also discussed the role of tam-
ing unruly spaces played in gentrification
and displacement New York City’s Lower
East Side. (2002 see also Krase and DeSe-
na 2016)

Such critics see contemporary cities
destroying the familiar, albeit messy, liber-
ating spaces of cities that underpinned their
historically democratic potential. They
also elevated, without defining, the value
of visible and accessible “authentic” urban
places that served to bind together the
ideas and activities of increasingly diverse
populations. Instead of a city wrought
by organic growth, contemporary urban
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Figure 2. North End, Boston, Massachusetts, 2018
(A Few Little Italies)
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planners and designers crafted a collection
of special districts governed by marketing
and feasibility studies. These social spatial
strategies served to help “tame” the stereo-
typical disorder of the dangerous city.

While Sorkin cautioned against the loss
of the bonding power of familiar spaces,
elsewhere Richard Sennett had already
lamented the sequester of differences
because of the fear that they might be
more “mutually threatening than mutually
stimulating” (1990: xii) Much earlier, Lyn
Lofland had dealt with the evolution of
the contemporary metropolis as a social
system whose central value is managing
social, cultural, and economic heteroge-
neity. She also spoke to the danger that
fear of the “other” would create a safe but
dehumanized urban life and culture in the
“Public Realm” (Lofland, 1998) Relatedly,
Sharon Zukin lamented the loss of authen-
ticity resulting from the upscaling and
homogenizing redevelopment of streets,
neighborhoods, and public spaces that
compromises their distinctive identity.
(2010: xi).

On the other hand, Susan Fainstain
asked whether contempt for Disney’s wide-
ly copied model of blending theme parks,
shopping malls, and street scenes together
is a product “intellectual snobbery” She
“... argued that Disney World and Times
Square constitute a democratic tourism
and provide common reference pointsinan
increasingly fragmented world. (2007: 14)
However, as a result of such theming and
tourism, urban culture itself has become a
commodity, and cities have a competitive
advantage over suburbs. (2007: 1) Theme
parks are a form of “commodification”
-- when economic value is assigned to
something not previously considered in
economic terms such as an idea, identity
or gender. Here I should note that LBGTQ
neighborhoods in cities have joined ethnic
enclaves as popular tourist destinations.

David Harvey organized spectacles in
urban imagery which cities can employ
for consumer dollars and investment
Although primarily concerned with
the modern or post-modern version of
“display of the commodity” under the
constraints of “ flexible accumulation,” he
noted that since the ancient Roman “Bread
and Festivals” spectacles have also existed
as a means of social control. Their creation
and maintenance are also associated with
increasing social and spatial polarization
of urban class antagonisms. (1989: 270-73)

Kevin Fox Graham closely examined
urban festivals in New Orleans, Louisiana
(2005) and employed ideas of Guy Debord
and Henri Lefebvre to discuss the conflicts
of meanings inherent in local celebrations
such as Mardi Gras, suggesting that despite
consisting of “hegemonic ideologies and
dominant images” these events also offer
opportunities for local resistance against
corporate control.

“What is new today is the way in which
different types of spectacle (shopping malls,
casinos, world’s fairs, sports, theme parks,
tourist-oriented celebrations, and so on) and
different technologies of spectacle (theming,
simulation, virtual reality, and so on) have
encroached into the public realm and the
everyday life of the city” (2005: 242).

Theme Parks as Representation

For Kevin Lynch landscapes play a
social role “...as a vast mnemonic system
for the retention of group history and
ideals.” (1960: 126) The disaster landscape
wrought by Hurricane Katrina in 2005
provided New Orleans with new imagery.
Consequently, Symbolic Interactionists
Mark Hutter and DeMond Miller dis-
cussed the re-branding of New Orleans’
urban image as a “come back city” One
aspect was incorporating “Emotionally
charged places, such as the Lower Ninth
Ward, that have collective memories of
death, destruction, are assembled as part
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Figure 3. Near West Side Chicago, Illinois, 2019
(A Few Little Italies)
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of a package to be sold as a complete “Dis-
ney-style” tour experience of the city of
New Orleans.” (2011: 7)

There are many examples of theme park
tourism that appeal to morbid interests. I
have argued, regrettably, that places like the
Jewish Ghetto of Kazimiersz and Oswie-
cem Death Camp in Poland are of this
genre. “Slumming” and ghetto tourism are
similar genres that invite visitors to safely
sample the dangers of stigmatized, places
and peoples. As to the preservation of
historically oppressive ghettos for tourists,
some have argued that it helps to maintain
false ideas about their inhabitants. Both
real and imagined, “exotic, ethnic places,
especially Chinatowns and Black Ghettos,
have been common urban spectacles pro-
ducing contrasting attractive and repellent
visual mental images. Jan Rath called for
innovative approaches to better under-
stand the process by which “expressions
of immigrant culture can be transformed
into vehicles for socio-economic develop-
ment to the advantage of both immigrants
and the city at large.” (2007: 1)

In contrast, John Urry employs Bau-
drillard to criticize such urban “seeing”
as something which fascinates and deni-
grates.

On the one hand, we live in a society of
spectacle as cities have been transformed
into diverse and collectable spectacles. But
on the other hand, there is denigration of the
mere sightseer to different towns and cities.
The person who only lets the sense of sight
have free rein is ridiculed. Such sightseers are
taken to be superficial in their appreciation
of environments, peoples, and places. Many
people are often embarrassed about mere
sightseeing. Sight is not seen as the noblest
of the senses but as the most superficial, as
getting in the way of real experiences that
should involve other senses and necessitate
much longer periods of time in order to be

immersed in the site/ sight (see Crawshaw
and Urry 1997, for further detail).

The critique of the sightseer is taken to the
extreme in the analysis of “hyper- reality,”
forms of simulated experience which have
the appearance of being more “real” than
the original (Baudrillard 1981; Eco 1986).
The sense of vision is reduced to a limited
array of features, it is then exaggerated
and it comes to dominate the other senses.
Hyper-real places are characterized by sur-
face which does not respond to or welcome
the viewer. The sense of sight is seduced by
the most immediate and visible aspects of
the scene, such as the facades of Main Street
in Disneyland. (2011: 349-50)

I think of commodified themed districts
as what Jean Baudrillard (1983), called a
“third order of simulacra” that are found
in the postmodern age. As opposed to rep-
resentations previously discussed as the
product of reality, these representations are
prior to and determine the real. The post-
modern inability to distinguish between
reality and the simulacrum results from
of a number of factors or forces, especially
the current media culture that not only
relays information but also interprets it for
the receiver. As I have argued:

Students and practitioners in urban
sociology are simultaneously blessed
and cursed with competing theories and
methods for describing the post-mod-
ern, post-industrial metropolitan urban
scene. But throughout all the theoretical,
methodological, and ideological questions
characterizing the field, the central orga-
nizing construct for urban studies has
remained, in one form or another, “space”.
Therefore, explaining how these real and
imagined spaces are used, contested, and
transformed by different social groups
remains the crucial task. As sciences are
described in terms of their ability to pro-
duce cumulative knowledge, something is
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Figure 4. Belmont, The Bronx, New York, 2016
(A Few Little Italies)
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sorely needed to tie together so many dis-
parate threads. One may also inadvertently
notice how often proponents of competing
perspectives echo one another but without
acknowledging the voice of the “other”
(2014SCCz2: 17)

As to my favorite subject of ethnic
enclaves, I have argued that no historical
model can adequately represent their
multiple realities as there are too many
permutations and combinations of
variables such as generation, class, and
location. Therefore, I suggested visual and
semiotic approaches to help understand
the structural and cultural realities of both
ethnically authentic and themed spaces.
Little Italies and Chinatowns are not mere-
ly demographic entities, but what Lefebvre
called “representations of spaces” as well
as “spaces of representation. (1991)

Ihavewritten ofand photographed many
contestable versions of Italian America.
By employing professional biographical
narration, and employing various symbol-
ic and semiotic theories to challenge the
scholarly opinion that Italian Americans
have little claim to ethnic “authenticity” As
to “Interpretation” I have offered a theory
that emphasizes the sociological verstehen
method pioneered by Max Weber to fit the
sub-field of “Heritage Interpretation” that
is presented to museum visitors, and other
consumers of “authentic” ethnic cultures.
Society is a dependent shared “text,” and
my texts are visual images, thousands of
photographs taken in iconic Little Italies
around the world that I have presented
as to their claims of authentic Italianita.
These, what I call “Ethnic Disneylands”
or “Ethnic Theme Parks,” are for many
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Figure 5. Mulberry Street, Manhattan, New York, 2016
(A Few Little Italies)
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observers appropriate theatrical stages
for the presentation of the “Italian Look.”
Given the agency that we

all have, readers/viewers can make their
own interpretation.

In agreement with De Certeau, Blonsky,
and Sennett, I have argued that in order to
experience authentic social life all one has
to do is come out down from one’s more or
less ivory tower and take a walk, with me
around any Little Italy. There we can look
at the places and spaces created by the
ordinary people who live, work, and shop
there and in the process provide us with
multiple, often marvelously contradictory,
presentations of the “Italian Look.”

My photographs are usually presented
with little in the way of captions as not
to distract from the claim of authenticity
that is made by the image of a place and

P, =SS ——

space that in an earlier turn has made its
own similar claim about which the image
speaks. It must be emphasized that the
possible captions provided by me might
be different if written instead by those who
accompanied me on the excursion, or by
Michel de Certeau, Roland Barthes, Rich-
ard Sennett or Jean Baudrillard for that
matter. A few photographs of more and
less well-known Littles come at the end of
this essay.

Little Italy as a Baudrillardesque Spa-
tial Semiotic..

In my study of urban neighborhoods, I
have tried to maintain the edge of my own
Sociological Imagination; “..a quality
of mind that seems most dramatically to
promise an understanding of the intimate
realities of ourselves in connection with
larger social realities” (Mills, 1959:15)
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Figure 7. Federal Hill, Providence, Rhode Island, 2010
(A Few Little Italies)
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Like all real and imagined ethnic neigh-
borhoods, Little Italy is a product and
source of both social and cultural capital.
Although the ordinary people who live in
them ultimately are at the mercy of distant
forces, in their naivete they continue to
create and modify local spaces allocated
to them. In spite of and because of their
efforts they become part of the urban land-
scape. Urban residents and the spaces they
inhabit become symbols. Ironically, they
come to represent themselves and thereby
lose their autonomy as the enclave comes
to symbolize its imagined inhabitants
and stands for them independent of their
residence in it. Localized reproductions
of cultural spaces can also be easily com-
modified. For example, The expropriated
cultural capital of the Italian American
vernacular such as resistance to diversity,

cultural insularity, and perhaps even racial
intolerance becomes a sales point in real
estate parlance as a quaint “safe” neigh-
borhood, with “old world charm”, and
romantically symbolizing the “way it used
to be”. In almost every Italian neighbor-
hood I have researched and photographed
I have either been led to, or discovered on
my own, a local bocce court. At another
level, this particular physical space and
the people, especially old people, playing
within it is a common semiotic for Ital-
ians and their urban neighborhoods. I
have a small collection of photographs of
bocce courts that are used to illustrate the
written texts about Italian neighborhoods
that appear in newspapers and magazines.
As to media attention, Italian enclaves
are generally featured in local periodicals
around October 12" (Columbus Day), or

Figure 6. Wooster Street, New Haven, Connecticut, 2016
(A Few Little Italies)
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stories about organized crime.

Because there are too many permuta-
tions and combinations of variables such
as generation, class, and location, no his-
torical model can adequately represent the
multiple realities of any ethnic-America.
However, I have attempted to show how
Little Italy speaks to the idea of Italian
America and how a visual sociological
approach can add to our understanding of
its structural and cultural realities.

Idealized ethnic urban spaces are “Rep-
resentations of Spaces” as well as “Spaces
of Representation” I have termed them:
Oblivion, Ruination, Ethnic Theme Parks,
Immigration Museums, and Anthropo-
logical Gardens. (Krase, 1997)

street furniture, and outdoor cafes where
restaurateurs recruit “swarthy” waiters
from Latino communities. A few ethni-
cally sympathetic vendors might attempt
to recreate Italian markets, but many are
more likely unashamedly hawk “Kiss Me
I'm Italian” buttons, ethnically offensive,
or inoffensive, bumper stickers, miniature
Italian flags, and almost anything else in
red, white and green.

Most Theme Parks contain (4.) Assimi-
lation Museums and (5.) Anthropological
Gardens. Assimilation Museums are places
for the preservation and display of inan-
imate objects whereas Anthropological
Gardens (Human Zoos) are places where
the subjects of curiosity are maintained

“l1) Obliv- - - in their live state.
1 The image of America becomes o
ion  means | . . . In Assimilation
“the state of | 1maginary for Americans themselves, | Museums — we
being forgot— at a pOiI‘lt when it is without doubt find Memora-
ten”  Every profoundly compromised. bilia  Exhibits,
day thousands Archives, and

of trucks and cars drive through spaces
which once contained vital and vibrant
Italian American neighborhoods in major
cities such as Boston, Chicago, New York
City, and San Francisco.

2) Ruins. Nostalgia for the rubble of
ancient Rome or Pompeii is no match for
that of the stores, businesses, and homes
in Italian American neighborhoods aban-
doned in anticipation of “renewal’, cleared
of misnamed “slums”-, and still awaiting
new uses.

3) Ethnic Theme Parks. Despite dis-
placement of most of the “natives” the
most famous of American Little Italies are
preserved as spectacles for the apprecia-
tion of tourists, and the streetscapes which
are used by film crews shooting “locations”
for Mafia movies. Manhattan’s Mulberry
Street, and the world-famous Feast of San
Gennaro takes place in an Asian neighbor-
hood decorated with “Italian” store fronts,
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Galleries run by groups devoted to the
“Preservation of OUR Ethnic Heritage”,
ubiquitous monuments to Christopher
Columbus, homes of the famous such as
mayor Fiorello LaGuardia and the more
infamous, like Al Capone.

Anthropological Gardens are usually
crisscrossed by Naples Streets and Colum-
bus Avenues. There one can observe
“Local Italians” at memorial bocce courts,
senior citizen centers, and social clubs.
Video journalists use them as repositories
for on-camera interviews about organized
crime. Those left behind are the keepers of
the tradition who can tell you how it was
in the “good old days” in the old neighbor-
hoods. (104-5). (2014: 34-36)

At the turn of the twentieth century,
American cities contained settlements,
mostly of European immigrants, for exam-
ple, in the form of Pole Towns and Jew
Towns, with a smattering of Chinatowns.



Today, at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury one is more likely to discover those
of newcomers from Asia and the Southern
Hemisphere such as Koreatowns, Little
Bombay’s, perhaps a Little Lagos, and a
wide assortment of Barrios.

Across the vast American landscape
there are many different versions of cultur-
al and historical commodification the most
familiar are “wild western” cattle, mining
and lively ghost towns. In some states,
tourists are offered visits to Native Amer-
ican reservations to view performances
or simply buy local handicrafts. There are
also numerous recreated and preserved
settlements that pay some sort of homage
to American history such as Colonial
Williamsburg living history museum in
Virginia replete with historical interpret-
ers and character actors. The Amish found
in “Pennsylvania Dutch Country” and the

similar American places that these simple
folks have settled have also been used by
entrepreneurs to tap into the pockets of
the curious.

As Much as Mike Davis (2001) might
like to celebrate Latino cultural agency in
Los Angeles, their Latinidad is also hardly
immune to trivialization and commodifi-
cation. In downtown Los Angeles across
the street from Union Station is the loca-
tion of the historic EI Pueblo de Los Angeles,
that is currently re-presented as a Mexican
Ethnic Theme Park called “Olvera Street”
consisting of a faux Mexican market place
with ethnically appropriate shops, restau-
rants and museums. According to every
tourist guide, Los Angeles also offers other
more and less authentic enclaves such as
“Ramen Row” in Little Tokyo that attracts
suburbanized Japanese Americans by
offering Buddhist temples, shops, restau-
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Figure 8. Bella Vista, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 2018
(A Few Little Italies)
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rants, taverns, and the Japanese American
National Museum.

Baudrillard and More and Less cur-
rent Politics

Trying to finish this essay on Election
Day 2020 in the USA, I could not ignore
Baudrillard’s prescience as to the The End
of US Power.

The fifties were the real high spot for the
US (‘when things were going on’), and

you can still feel the nostalgia for those
years, for the ecstasy of power, when power
held power. In the seventies power was still
there, but the spell was broken. That was
orgy time (war, sex, Manson, Woodstock).
Today the orgy is over. The US, like every-
one else, now has to face up to a soft world
order, a soft situation. Power has become
impotent. But if America is now no longer
the monopolistic centre of world power, this
is not because it has lost power, but simply
because there is no centre any more. It has,
rather, become the orbit of an imaginary
power to which everyone now refers.

...America has retained power, both
political and cultural, but it is now power as
a special effect. In the image of Reagan, the
whole of America has become Californian.
Exactor and ex-governor of California that
he is, he has worked up his euphoric, cine-
matic, extraverted, advertising vision of the
artificial paradises of the West to all-Amer-
ican dimensions. (2011: 103-104)

In Reagan, a system of values that was
formerly effective turns into something
ideal and imaginary. The image of Amer-
ica becomes imaginary for Americans
themselves, at a point when it is without
doubt profoundly compromised. This trans-
formation of spontaneous confidence into
paradoxical confidence and an achieved
Utopia into an imaginary hyperbole seems
to me to mark a decisive turning-point. But
doubtless things are not this simple. For I
am not saying that the image of America is
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deeply altered in the eyes of the Americans
themselves. I am not saying that this change
of direction in the Reagan era is anything
other than an incidental development. Who
knows?

You have the same difficulty today dis-
tinguishing between a process and its

simulation, for example between a flight
and a flight simulation. America, too, has
entered this era of undecidability: is it still
really powerful or merely simulating power?
(109)

The morning after the US Presiden-
tial election in 2016 I gave the Keynote
Address for the Fieldwork Photography
Symposium at the University of Central
Lancaster, in Preston UK. I began my talk
by anticipating the questions that would
be asked of me at the first coffee break, by
saying “Yesterday a battle in the USA took
place between Whore of Babylon and the
Anti-Christ, and the Anti-Christ won.”
Four years later, we have a subsequent
simulation, this time of hyperreal mascu-
linities where, according to Jessica Bennet,
in the “Politics of Manliness,” it is “the
tough guy” versus “the nice guy”

On the one extreme is President Trump,
who leaves little subtlety in his approach:
Bragging about his sexual prowess, along
with the size of his nuclear button, pro-
claiming ‘domination” over coronavirus
and mocking his opponent for the size of his
mask (“the biggest mask I've ever seen”), as
if mask-wearing is somehow weak. ... On
the other end of the spectrum, or perhaps
somewhere in the middle, is Mr. Biden, a
“Dad-like” figure, as the philosopher Kate
Manne put it, who has vowed to be Amer-
icas protector through a dark period, with
some combination of strength, empathy and
compassion. (Bennet 2020)

In the same paper, Julie Bosman reports
on a semiotic Presidential battle raging
where “Signs Get Snatched, Kicked,



Burned as Political Battle Reaches the
Front Lawn.” (2020)

In Illinois, Florida and Arizona, police
officers have been summoned to investigate
Biden signs set ablaze and Trump flags
swiped in the night. Homeowners, angry
over their campaign signs disappearing,
have set up elaborate motion-activated
cameras to catch the culprits. A sneaky few
have booby-trapped signs with sharp razor
blades glinting underneath. ..“There’s just a
lot of bad feelings now, and this is what it
comes to,” said Annie Phillips, 82, a retired
educator in suburban Seattle who had two
Biden signs stolen from her front yard.
“I'm holding my breath until the election
is settled.” Fed up after her second sign was
taken, Ms. Phillips bought a third one and
nailed it to her garage door.

The only thing we can be certain of after
this simulation of electoral democracy is
over, is that Jean Baudrillard would have
written a scintillating essay about it, and
we would spend a great deal of time deci-
phering hyper-and not-so-hyper-reality of
it.
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Jean Baudrillard and the Donald:
Is Trump a Fascist or is He the

Parody of Fascism?
Alan N. Shapiro

Epistemology of True and False

The kind of media theory or media
analysis which has been prevalent on the
American political left for the past several
decades operates essentially with an episte-
mology of true and false. Noam Chomsky
has always been subtle and nuanced in de-
scribing the moral complicity of the intel-
lectual class (and his own personal strug-
gle to overcome that complicity) with ab-
horrent U.S. government policies such as
the destruction of Vietnam in the 1960s
or of Iraq in 1991. Yet Chomsky’s com-

mentaries on what the corporate liberal
media reports on politics, current events,
and world affairs are largely about expos-
ing the lies that the news media tells and
recounting the contextual and factual re-
alities on the ground which they conceal.
Chomsky only analyzes the entity called
the news media. He does not analyze the
media as a whole - for example, enter-
tainment TV shows, advertising, celebri-
ty culture, or blockbuster movies. He as-
sumes that an understanding of the news
media or of the domain called politics or
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the public sphere can be accomplished
without connecting the news media to the
media in general in the overall situation
of advanced capitalism. In classic works
such as Manufacturing Consent (co-au-
thored with Edward S. Herman and pub-
lished in 1992) and Media Control (2002),
Chomsky argues that the mass communi-
cations news media carries out the propa-
ganda function of lying.! Powerful busi-
ness interests which have a profit motive
manipulate the media, which in turn ma-
nipulates and controls the citizenry. The
truth that American foreign policy has the
essential function of establishing govern-
ments around the world which are polit-
ically controlled by us and are friendly to
big companies is concealed by the dissem-
ination of falsehoods. The role of the left-
ist activist or journalist is to tell the truth
about any given political conjuncture.
Chomsky’s work is extremely valuable, yet
what is Chomsky’s perspective missing?
In their war against Trump, the liberal
political media - CNN and the New York
Times, for example — take the same tack
as Noam Chomsky in epistemological-
ly framing their struggle with the fake bil-
lionaire as a battle between true and false,
between facts and lies. Trump is constant-
ly telling lies and the Washington Post is
unmasking them every day, keeping a list
of them, setting the record straight. As of
July 2020, Trump had told twenty thou-
sand lies. It is no surprise that Chomsky
and the liberal media share this same epis-
temology - they both believe in the phi-
losophy and the historical project of the
modernist Enlightenment: facts, science,
truth, communication, rationality - these
are allegedly the great achievements of the
democratic West. Never mind that it was
this same liberal media that helped Trump
win the Republican nomination for Presi-
dent in the first place against sixteen oth-
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er candidates in 2016. Trump merged the
sphere of politics with shock jock Reali-
ty TV World Wrestling Federation media
entertainment. He provided those liber-
al TV stations, newspapers, and websites
with a new sensationalistic headline every
day for many months. Since making mon-
ey is their highest priority — and astonish-
ment, titillation, and breakdown are the
commodities they sell - the media loved
it and made Trump their absolute focus of
attention.
Society
Hyperreality
An alternative to the epistemology of
true and false as a media theory — which
is derivative of the assumption that En-
lightenment rationality and the civilized
discussion advocated by John Stuart Mill
in On Liberty are going to save us — was
offered by the French Situationist Guy
Debord in his 1967 book Society of the
Spectacle.? Let me state that my position is
that we should seek a balance between the
modernist commitment to truth and the
post-modernist placing into question of
that assumption. I do not want to reject ra-
tionality and truth, but I believe that new
strategies are urgently required as well.
Guy Debord was a neo-Marxist thinker at-
tempting to comprehend how control over
the lives of workers by capitalists expanded
from the sphere of production to consum-
erism, everyday life, and the media culture
of images and rhetoric in the historical
progression to advanced capitalism. With
his concept of the spectacle, Debord under-
stood that the omnipresence of visual im-
ages institutes a world of both abstraction
and passivity, a diminishing of what is “di-
rectly lived” and an increase in the auton-
omy and power of the images themselves.?
Something becomes true — or more true
than true — by virtue of having been said,
or said charismatically, in the media. In

of the Spectacle and



the spectacle, “the liar has lied to himself”
“In a world which is topsy-turvy,” writes
Debord, “the true is a moment of the false”*
Social life goes beyond the shift from being
to having to appearing and the reign of ap-
pearances.

The media theorist and semiotician Jean
Baudrillard developed Guy Debord’s no-
tion of the society of the spectacle even fur-
ther into his theory of simulation, simula-
cra, and hyper-reality.> Baudrillard’s most
celebrated book is his 1981 volume Simu-
lacra and Simulation, where he famously
wrote about the map preceding the territo-
ry, and about Disneyland existing to con-
ceal the fact that all of America is Disne-
yland.® Simulacra are copies without orig-
inals. Semiotics (linguistics applied to cul-

drillard’s first book of 1968 was The System
of Objects), the physicality and definite lo-
cation of objects gets subordinated to their
participation in the “perfect circulation of
messages.”® The intercommunication and
relationality of sign-objects to each oth-
er takes precedence over the specificity of
each. All objects and media content enter
into an equivalence through their com-
mon belonging to the universal self-con-
gratulatory communication system. Each
product ad refers not only to the individ-
ual product that it is informing us about —
it also refers to itself as ad, endorsing the
wonder of advertising per se. Through the
spectacular celebration or radical visibility
of a single object or brand, it is the totality
of objects and a universe made complete

ture) teaches us
about the signi-
fier and the sig-

— by  brands
The media in general have cut us off | that is pro-
from real access to historical events. moted. In

nified,  which
together constitute the linguistic-cultur-
al sign. In post-modernism, the signifiers
(images and discourses) come to replace
the signifieds (facts and references) of
which the visuals and words are supposed
to be the reliable and verifiable representa-
tions. Representation is surpassed by sim-
ulation. Words and images stand on their
own and have no reference.’

The spectacle itself has become the main
thing that the contemporary society and
economy produce. Consumer objects, ar-
chitectural ambiences, and media arte-
facts all primarily have an abstract semiot-
ic function. In the system of objects (Bau-

* Ibid.; theses 2, 9.

> See Alan N. Shapiro, “Baudrillard and the Situa-
tionists,” NoemalLab.eu, September 2018.

¢ Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation
(translated by Sheila Faria Glaser, originally pub-
lished in French in 1981) (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1994).

7 The best study of Baudrillard and semiotics re-
mains Gary Genosko, Baudrillard and Signs: Sig-
nification Ablaze (London: Routledge, 1994).

speaking of
one single consumer object, advertising
virtually glorifies all spectacle objects and
media images. Consumer society (Bau-
drillard’s second book of 1970 was The
Consumer Society) does not satisfy needs
but is rather a manipulation of signs.’ To
become a consumer object or media mes-
sage, the entity must first enter into the
universal sign-system.

Baudrillard’s third book of 1972 was
For a Critique of the Political Economy of
the Sign." Karl Marx’s political-econom-
ic theory of the commodity-form of ex-
change value in production capitalism gets
merged — and in a critical way — with a rad-
icalization of Ferdinand de Saussure’s lin-
guistic semiotics in an original fusion cri-

8 Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects (trans-
lated by James Benedict, originally published in
French in 1968) (London: Verso, 1996).

° Jean Baudrillard, La Société de consommation:
ses mythes, ses structures (Paris: Denoél, 1970).

10 Jean Baudrillard, Pour une critique de lécono-
mie politique du signe (Paris: Gallimard, 1972).
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tique of the sign-form in consumer capi-
talism."" Baudrillard articulates the ho-
mology between Saussure’s linguistic sign
and Marx’s commodity form. This unified
political economy of the sign or analysis of
the commodity-slash-sign form equals
the code. The real, the lived, the myth of
an objective reality — they all become ali-
bis for the simulation models. The signifi-
er of the greatness of America’s prosperity
is standing in for concrete singularities of
objects. The code of signifiers substitutes
for references in the immense process of
simulation. We live in the formal democ-
racy of standards of living and signs of af-
fluence - the republic of the automobile,
the cheeseburger, and the home entertain-
ment system. Affluence is the accumula-
tion of signs of happiness.

The media in general have cut us oft
from real access to historical events. Ev-
erything that I know about the Holocaust,
the Second World War, and the Vietnam
War comes from Hollywood films about
those events which I have seen. Baudril-
lard cites many times an aphorism by Jew-
ish German-language philosopher Elias
Canetti from 1945, speaking about a cer-
tain point in history, when exactly this
point was is unknowable, when history it-
self disappeared. Canetti writes: “As of a
certain point, history was no longer real.
Without noticing it, all mankind sudden-
ly left reality, everything happening since
then was not true; but we didn’t notice.”'?
In his essay on Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979
blockbuster Vietnam War movie Apoca-
lypse Now, Baudrillard writes that Cop-
pola’s masterpiece is the continuation of

1 Karl Marx, Das Kapital: A Critique of Political
Economy (translated by Samuel Moore) (Cre-
ateSpace, 2007); Ferdinand de Saussure, Course
in General Linguistics (translated by Roy Harris)
(Open Court, 1998).

12 Elias Canetti, The Human Province (translat-
ed by Joachim Neugroschel) (New York: The
Seabury Press, 1998); p.69.
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the Vietnam War by other means. “Noth-
ing else in the world smells like that,” says
Lt. Colonel Bill Kilgore (Robert Duvall). “I
love the smell of napalm in the morning...
It smells like victory”" The high-budget
extravaganza was produced the same way
that America fought in Vietnam. “War be-
came film,;” writes Baudrillard. “Film be-
comes war, the two are joined by their
common hermorrhage into technology”'*
There is implosion or mutual contamina-
tion between film becoming Virtual Reali-
ty and War.

Donald Trump the Empty Signifier

Donald Trump is a product of this cul-
ture of postmodern anything goes imag-
es and rhetoric. The mythology of Trump
was born during the New York City gilded
1980s, the era of Ivan Boesky and Gordon
Gecko greed and Wall Street insider trad-
ing. Donald Trump plastered the name
Donald Trump everywhere he could. He
of the golden toilet, he the playboy ladies’
man, the casino owner, the entrepreneur
of the opulence of the billion-dollar Atlan-
tic City Taj Majal gambling and entertain-
ment paradise-complex. He was a failed
businessman and a gangster, but on Re-
ality TV he played the ultimate glamor-
ous billionaire whom many Americans
admired and dreamed of themselves be-
coming. President Trump lies and his sup-
porters believe it. For them, his charismat-
ic speech has become more powerful than
the democratic and scientific systems of
true and false.

In two of his final texts — Carnival and
Cannibal and The Agony of Power — writ-
ten shortly before his death in 2007, Jean
Baudrillard describes a newer “order of
simulacra” which is the phase of irony,
parody and the carnivalesque. Baudril-

" Jean Baudrillard, “Apocalypse Now” in Simula-
cra and Simulation; pp. 59-60.

' Ibid.

5 Jean Baudrillard, Carnaval et cannibale (Par-



lard upgrades his concepts of simulacra,
simulation, and hyper-reality into a co-
gent diagnosis of the self-parodistic stage
of Western society. Simulation or hyper-re-
ality is no longer the artificial staging of a
so-called reality by the models and codes
which precede it. Simulation is now a farce,
an immense irony, a masquerade, a fun-
house-mirror distortion of the previous
values and ideals of modernism: freedom,
culture, truth, humanitarianism. “Every
signification is eliminated in its own sign,’
writes Baudrillard in The Agony of Power,
“and the profusion of signs parodies a by
now unobtainable reality... Power is only
the parody of the signs of power - the can-

platforms.’” Donald Trump is a success-
tul empty signifier. “The bigger he got as a
name, the smaller he got as a person,” said
recently the former Trump Organization
executive Barbara A. Res.' Trump is the
ultimate simulacrum, the living demon-
stration of the rule of the signifiers over
the signifieds. Fake is not a betrayal of au-
thenticity. Trump is the most talented fake
in the world. Lies are exciting. They set in
motion their own forceful narrative. When
Trump says something, it becomes true
because Trump says it, and there is little
that the New York Times or the Washing-
ton Post can do about it. The institutional
bases for consensus and legitimation of the

The “ecstasy” of objects is their proliferation and
expansion to the Nth degree, to the superlative;
ecstasy as going outside of or beyond oneself;
the beautiful as more beautiful than beautiful in fashion,
the real more real than the real in television,
sex more sexual than sex in pornography.

nibalization of reality by signs.”* The val-
ues of the West and of America degenerate
into a caricature of themselves and devour
themselves. This is Donald Trump.

We have experienced these past four
years — in the masterful showmanship of
Donald Trump and his fanatic deplorable
followers, in the full-scale replacement
of politics by Reality TV, in the tele-mor-
phosis of the merger between Reality TV
and everyday life — the disappearance of
political substance into the fascination
with the banality of insults (see Hannah Ar-
endt’s banality of evil) that is now the hall-
mark of the media-celebrity-gossip culture
of obscenity which dominates American
life and the online monopoly social media

is: CHerne, 2008); Jean Baudrillard, The Agony of
Power (translated by Ames Hodges) (New York:
Semiotext(e), 2010).

' Jean Baudrillard, The Agony of Power; p.35.

truth have disappeared beneath the moun-
tains of information and the virtualization
of discourse. The media culture in general
paved the way for Trump. All of America
is responsible for the disastrous situation
in which we now find ourselves.

From Simulation to the Grotesque
and the Self-Parody

A not so well-known aspect of Baudril-
lard’s theory of simulation and hyper-real-
ity is the way that he links the postmod-
ern culture of media images to the motif
of the grotesque in art, literature and per-
formance, as a cultural expression moves
from parody to self-parody, as something

7 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Re-
port on the Banality of Evil (London: Penguin,
2006).

'8 Barbara A. Res, Tower of Lies: What My Eigh-
teen Years of Working with Donald Trump Reveals
About Him (Graymalkin Media, 2020).
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becoming a parody or caricature of itself.
We are living the historical phase of the
self-parody of the revered values of West-
ern civilization. Simulation takes a major
step forward from merely “the hyper-real
replacing the real” to the grotesque. We are
on the fast track to what Baudrillard calls
carnivalization and cannibalization. Carni-
vals were historically very political - they
were parodies made of the powerful by the
oppressed. At festivals, the black African
colonized dressed up monkeys in admiral
suits and hats to parody the white coloniz-
ers."” In Cologne and in the Rhineland re-
gion of Germany, parody and mockery of
the French and Prussian occupiers were at
the center of the carnival tradition that be-
gan in the nineteenth century. But self-par-
ody is something different. It occurs with-
out conscious intention. It is like what Karl
Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Napoleon, writing about the French
coup détat of 1851, when Marx famously
said: “Hegel remarks somewhere that all
great world-historic facts and personag-
es appear, so to speak, twice. He forgot to
add: the first time as tragedy, the second
time as farce”* To avoid having to give up
the Presidency, Louis-Napoléon Bonapar-
te staged a self-coup to stay in power. He
carried out Operation Rubicon on the an-
niversary of his uncle Napoleon’s triumph
at Austerlitz in 1805.

Self-parody sinks its unaware perform-
er into debasement or abjection. Ameri-
ca sank into abjection with the 2004 Abu
Ghraib torture and prisoner abuse scan-
dal (Baudrillard wrote about Abu Ghraib
in his 2004 essay “War Porn”).*! U.S. Army

¥ Jean Baudrillard, Carnaval et cannibale; p.9.
%0 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Napoleon (New York: International Publishers,
1963).

*! Jean Baudrillard, “War Porn,” in The Conspira-
cy of Art (translated by Ames Hodges) (New York:
Semiotext(e), 2005).
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and Central Intelligence Agency person-
nel sent selfies to their friends and relatives
from Saddam Hussein’s infamous prison,
now taken over by the occupying Ameri-
can power, smiling and saying cheese while
standing next to prisoners whom they
had just sodomized and tortured. Disne-
yland and the Americana culture of uni-
versal total simulation seem like harmless
fun. Radical simulation is how America
came to achieve hegemony over the world.
America had no peers in its fabrication of
fantasies and spectacles. Yet at what point
does that become seriously perverse?
Donald Trump is the embodied metaphor
of that turning point. You want to be the
world’s only superpower through the im-
age? Then you will bring yourself down by
the endlessly looping video image and the
image-playback.?* After the tragic event
of September 11, 2001, the video footage
of the implosion of the World Trade Cen-
ter twin towers was played back thousands
of times over and over again on TV in an
endless loop, the eyes of the tele-specta-
tors fixed to the screen in perverse fasci-
nation. Baudrillard detected a symbolism
in the way that the two tallest buildings
of the Manhattan skyline collapsed or im-
ploded in a visually suicidal motion, seem-
ingly responding in turn as a counter-ges-
ture to the murder-suicides of the 19 ter-
rorists.” The carnival of the image is also
the self-cannibalization by the image.**
An important precursor of Trump
playing the President on television and
on Twitter was the election of Arnold
Schwarzenegger as governor of California
in 2003. The elevation to a powerful polit-
ical post of the Mr. Olympia bodybuilder
and star of the Terminator series of science

? Jean Baudrillard, Carnaval et cannibale; p.24.

» Jean Baudrillard, The Spirit of Terrorism and
Other Essays (translated by Chris Turner) (Lon-
don: Verso, 2002).

4 Ibid.



fiction films was a not-so-surprising car-
icature of democracy. Reagan the Holly-
wood actor and TV host of General Elec-
tric Theater had already been governor and
President. Politics has been fully banalized
into a game of idols and fans, the triumph
of the celebrity culture.” Schwarzenegger
would have certainly become President if
not for the bad luck of an antiquated clause
in the Constitution which disqualified
him a priori on xenophobic grounds. As
we are now witnessing the probable end of
the Trump presidency - and thinking with
Baudrillard - I contemplate the contempt
for the rest of the world which the Trump
supporters feel and express through their
allegiance to him. Those who identify the
most with the simulacrum of America take
revenge symbolically for the envy and
scorn which the rest of the world feels for
the American simulacrum. America ex-
ercises its power in the world through its
mastery of images. Yet a certain despera-
tion seems to have now set in. The Trump
phenomenon is the marriage of that show-
man grifter narcissist and the desperation
of the MAGA throngs worried about los-
ing their standing.

Springtime for Hitler

For a long time, some Jewish theolo-
gians thought that showing images of the
Holocaust should be taboo, since the event
was the ultimate unrepresentable evil. Hu-
manities theorists of photography have
sometimes argued generally that historical
truth cannot be depicted through visual
images. Similarly, it was thought that Ad-
olf Hitler and the Nazis in the 1930s were
so morally reprehensible that parody or
comedy or jokes about them should be ta-
boo. In the 1967 film The Producers made
by Mel Brooks, bankrupt Broadway pro-
ducer Max Bialystock, played by Zero Mo-
stel, needs to stage a musical that is guar-

> Ibid.

anteed to be a flop in order to carry out a
complex scam to save himself from finan-
cial ruin. Bialystock hits upon the appar-
ently ingenious idea of producing a mu-
sical comedy about Hitler and the Nazis.
It will be in such bad taste that the show
is guaranteed to be panned by the public
and the theatre critics and to close in dis-
grace on opening night. Yet to Bialystock’s
astonishment, the show is a smashing suc-
cess. The Broadway public finds Spring-
time for Hitler to be the funniest thing in
the world. Adolf Hitler is unintentional-
ly brilliantly parodied by deranged ex-Na-
zi Franz Liebkind. Due to the unexpect-
ed triumph, Bialystock now paradoxically
faces financial ruin and even prison.?*

Is Trump a fascist or is he the parody of
fascism? Here is my answer: he is the par-
ody of fascism. Yet he is also the self-paro-
dy of America and, at one step removed, of
the celebrated values of the West. Trump
is the self-parody of the most hyper-medi-
atized culture in the world: the culture of
consumerism and shopping mall no-place
ambient spaces; television and advertis-
ing; the media- and image-saturated soci-
ety of the spectacle; and the hyper-real fan-
tasy aesthetics of Disneyland. As both the
parody of fascism and the self-parody of
the post-World War II so-called American
way of life, as the synthesis of both (self-)
parodies, Donald Trump has brought us to
the precipice, to the edge of the cliff, to the
spot from where we are now standing and
staring down into the abyss.

Classical fascism works according to the
Fiihrer principle and a strong and stable
set of beliefs. There are territorial claims,
hard nationalism, and theories of race. For
Trump, these aspects become variable and
anything goes. He changes his mind every

% The Producers had further incarnations as a
real Broadway musical which ran from 2001 to
2007, and a 2005 film version starring Nathan
Lane and Matthew Broderick.
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day and has no goals or agenda other than
greatness and freedom. The energetic force
of fascism persists, but without the fixed
ideological reference points. This parodies
fascism since absolute truth is transferred
to the double-system of the empty self-ref-
erential signifiers and the arbitrary signi-

fieds.”

*Thank you to Denise Werth for thinking
through these ideas with me.
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Baudrillard and Trump

Douglas Kellner

French theorist Jean Baudrillard has
long been one of the foremost critics of
contemporary society, politics, and cul-
ture. A professor of sociology at the Uni-
versity of Nanterre from 1966 to 1987,
Baudrillard was for some years a cult fig-
ure of postmodern theory. Yet Baudrillard
moved beyond the discourse of the post-
modern from the early 1980s to his death
in 2007, and developed a highly idiosyn-
cratic mode of theoretical and socio-cul-
tural analysis that went beyond the con-
fines of modern philosophy and social
theory.

In Baudrillard’s postmodern world, in-
dividuals flee from the “desert of the re-

al” for the ecstasies of hyperreality and the
new realm of computer, media, and tech-
nological experience. In this universe,
subjectivities are fragmented and lost,
and a new terrain of experience appears,
which for Baudrillard renders previous so-
cial theories and politics obsolete and ir-
relevant. Tracing the vicissitudes of the
subject in contemporary society, Baudril-
lard claims that contemporary subjects are
no longer afflicted with modern patholo-
gies like hysteria or paranoia, but exist in
“a state of terror which is characteristic of
the schizophrenic, an over-proximity of
all things, a foul promiscuity of all things
which beleaguer and penetrate him, meet-
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ing with no resistance, and no halo, no au-
ra, not even the aura of his own body pro-
tects him. In spite of himself the schizo-
phrenic is open to everything and lives in
the most extreme confusion” (Baudrillard,
1988, p. 27). For Baudrillard, the “ecstasy
of communication” means that the subject
is in close proximity to instantaneous im-
ages and information, in an overexposed
and transparent world. In this situation,
the subject “becomes a pure screen, a pure
absorption and resorption surface of the
influence networks” (ibid.).

Baudrillard’s Fatal Strategies (1983,
translated in 1990 presents a bizarre meta-
physical scenario concerning the triumph
of objects over subjects within the “ob-
scene” proliferation of an object world so
completely out of control that it surpass-
es all attempts to understand, conceptual-
ize, and control it. His scenario concerns
the proliferation and growing supremacy
of objects over subjects and the eventual
triumph of the object. In a discussion of
“ecstasy and inertia,” Baudrillard discusses
how objects and events in contemporary
society are continually surpassing them-
selves, growing and expanding in power.
The “ecstasy” of objects is their prolifera-
tion and expansion to the Nth degree, to
the superlative; ecstasy as going outside of
or beyond oneself; the beautiful as more
beautiful than beautiful in fashion, the re-
al more real than the real in television, sex
more sexual than sex in pornography. Ec-
stasy is thus the form of obscenity (fully
explicit, nothing hidden) and of the hy-
perreality described by Baudrillard earlier
taken to a higher level, redoubled and in-
tensified. His vision of contemporary soci-
ety exhibits a careening of growth and ex-
crescence (croissance et excroissance), ex-
panding and excreting ever more goods,
services, information, messages, or de-
mands — surpassing all rational ends and
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boundaries in a spiral of uncontrolled
growth and replication.

Baudrillard’s world is fully realized in
Donald’s Trumps America where the ob-
scene President reveals his every thought,
aggression, and inanity in his daily Twit-
ter feeds and ec-static media performanc-
es where he lets it all hang out, revealing
his hatreds, insecurities, and mendacities,
often abstracted from the consensual re-
ality of the mainstream media which has
documented thousands of flat-out lies, ab-
surdities, outrages, and outrageousness.
The Access Hollywood tape, which reveals
Trump in his full obscenity in an interview
with Billie Bush just before the 2016 elec-
tion, was spun over and over in the ecsta-
sy of the media, obscenely presented The
Real Donald Trump, a vulgar sexual pred-
ator whose celebrity creds allowed him to
do what he wanted with women, “grab ‘em
by the pussy.”

This tape, itself an exhibit of the ecstasy
of communication in the hypermedia age,
was dominating its media cycle some days
before the 2016 election when WikiLeaks
dumped its hacking of the Democratic
National Committee (DNC) and Hillary
Clinton’s campaign manager John Podes-
ta’s leaked emails and the omnipresent hy-
permedia went into surrealistic overdrive
turning to embarrassing tidbits from the
Clinton campaign. Hence, damning foot-
age of the obscenity of Donald Trump, Sex-
ual Predator, was quickly lost in the next
hyperreal flow of the mediascape, and the
Donald’s improbable lurch into the Presi-
dency was not derailed -- despite scores of
women revealing explicit details of Donald
Trump’s groping and other crude forms of
sexual predatory behavior, a phenomena
that had been going on for decades.

Yet after Trump dubiously assumed the
Presidency, women, segments of the me-

dia, and those disgusted by Deplorable



Donald, launched a full assault on the
Trumpster, signaled the day after Trump’s
inauguration by the Women’s March in
Washington, one of the largest demonstra-
tions in history. Soon, revelations came
out of sexual harassment and assault on an
epic scale by Harvey Weinstein, the King
of Hollywood, and lesser lights in the film,
television, and other media industries, as
well as politicians. Soon ob-scene details
of Trump’s sexual vulgarity, crudity, and
assaults on women circulated through-
out media world like a sliced salami, and
parts of the Patriarchy like Harvey Wein-
stein, the most powerful mogul in Holly-
wood, and numerous other male media
celebrities started going down in a parox-
ysm of cuts and sound-bytes as the #Me-
Too movement took hold, and, yet Trump

nies continued to mushroom through the
daily media cycles throughout Trump’s
presidency, as the Patriarchy was losing
its luster and the Phallocracy shivered and
shrank under the glare of the omnipresent
media.

We have arguably been living in Baudril-
lard’s ecstasy of communication, open to
everything and living in the most extreme
confusion, since the heyday of Baudril-
lard’s popularity, but with the explosion of
new digital media and social networking,
revelations of the most intimate details of
life — of celebrities, politicians, and ordi-
nary people has intensified. At the same
time, in the Trump era, advanced high-
tech societies polarized and fragmented
into a veritable media circus of pro and
anti-Trump sites, as well as different in-

escaped the : : : : dividuals
furyp of the Baudrillard’s world is fu.lly realized in ang groups
women he Donald’s Trump’s America where the who  sup-
had abused. | obscene President reveals his every thought, || port #Me-

Hence, aggression, and inanity in his daily Too vs a
Baudrilard’s Twitter feeds... witch’s
estasy  of brew of an-

communication reveled in minute de-
tails of vile Patriarchs running amok and
one-by-one many of the worst offenders
were forced to resign or hide. The #Me-
Too movement hashtagged its way into
and through the mediascape and Patri-
archs faced trial and annihilation by the
media. Porn star Stormy Daniels and her
tenacious lawyer Michael Avinetti contin-
ued to reveal obscenities about Trump and
his entourage. The raiding of the office of
Trump’s lawyer Michael Cohen in April of
2018, followed by revelations of the mil-
lions of dollars that flowed into Cohen’s
account to gain access to Trump by ma-
jor corporations, some with Russian oli-
garch connections, and to pay off wom-
en who had suffered the agonies of Trump
and his cronies’ predations. Other crimi-
nal allegations against Trump and his cro-

ti-women and anti-feminist voices, along
with the racist, Islamophobic, alt-right
and other fringe groups that Trump has
brought out of the swamps and into main-
stream cyber and media culture.

Tendencies described by Baudrillard
have accelerated since his death in 2007,
and Trump and his followers and crit-
ics have arguably intensified media noise,
perverse explosions of aggression and
hate in social media like Twitter, obscene
(in JB’s sense) exposure of celebrities and
politicians by themselves or their critics,
as well as social networking promotion by
individuals who revel in sharing the most
intimate and perhaps shocking aspects of
their personal lives.

Some believe that Trump and others
use of social media is a distraction and de-
flection from focus on Trump’s right-wing,
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Republican-led attack on the basic institu-
tions of US democracy, and while there is
some purchase on this argument, it’s also
true that the Trump attack on truth, alter-
native facts and fake news

— defined by Trump and his minions as
anything critical of Trump

— threatened to erode the heart of dem-
ocratic discourse, civility, and the norms
of democratic life.

The attack on media, truth, and critical
discourse by the Trump administration at-
tempted to erode the distinctions between
the real and hyperreal in the postmod-
ern world described by Baudrillard. Those
who live in a Trumpian world, circum-
scribed by Trump’s twitter feed, Fox News,
which is the first Kremlinesque state po-
litical propaganda apparatus, and sup-
ported by alt-right and conservative web-
sites and social media, live in a Hyperre-
al Trumpscape impervious to rational ar-
gument, critique, or alternative facts. In
this neo-Orwellian world, Trump was Big
Father, and his propaganda apparatus are
an often-conflicted and changing person-
nel define facts and fake news, good and
evil, and friend and enemy, while attempt-
ing to drown competing discourses in
Trumpspeak, creating a new hyperreal po-
litical scene for those who wish to partici-
pate and those forced to suffer the reign of
King Donald.

Authoritarian populism often leads to
and produces violence, as an enraged lead-
er or group stigmatize and take out their
grievances on minority groups who they
blame for their own, or social, problems.
This leads to demagoguery, outrage and
hate which produces societal division and
violence. The autocrat chooses an “Other;
who his followers see as an “enemy, di-
viding the society and polis into “Us” and
“Them.” Hence, Trump has blamed the
COVID-19 pandemic on the Obama ad-
ministration and the Democrats, the Me-
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dia, the World Health Administration, and
the “China virus,” which in a typical rac-
ist Trumpian trope, he denominated the
“Kung Flu”

Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic
shows that authoritarian populist lead-
ers like Trump not only threaten democ-
racy, its institutions, the Reign of Truth
in politics, and the environment, but al-
so the health and well-being of the popu-
lation. Yet authoritarian leaders may gen-
erate resistance — especially if the lead-
er threatens the people with destructive
wars or massive out-of-control pandem-
ics like the current global epidemic. As
people find themselves sick or dying, lose
family friends, or loved ones, anger grows
and people look to find who was responsi-
ble for pandemics like COVID-19 spread-
ing without any significant government
response or protections.' Further, institu-
tions, groups, and individuals that the au-
tocrat attacks, and that his followers are
led to demonize and hate, may fight back,
mobilizing individuals against the au-
tocrat and his anti-democratic forces in
newspapers, books, mass media, public
demonstrations and oppositional move-
ments — which we saw happening as the
COVID-19 pandemic continued to inten-
sify in certain regions like the U.S which
was happening in the U.S. during the 2020
presidential election. In addition, signifi-
cant Trump resistance movements arose
in the multiple crises in response to the
deadly virus attacking people’s health, de-
mocracy, and the sustainability of human
life on the planet, accompanied by oth-
er resistance movements like Black Lives

! Many believe that Trump lost the 2020 U.S.
Presidential election to Joe Biden because of his
failed response to the COVID-19 virus. See Chris
Cillizza, “How Trump lost the public on corona-
virus” CNN, April 20, 2020 at https://www.cnn.
com/2020/04/19/politics/us-election-2020-week-
ahead/index.html (accessed January 24, 2021).




Matter, the Dreamers, and earlier the Oc-
cupy movement.?

Moreover, crises as intense as the
COVID-19 pandemic that continues to
rage globally as I finish this article, create
opportunities for constructive and pro-
gressive change. The health systems of the
U.S., UK., Brazil, and other major coun-
tries hit hard by the crisis have shown
themselves to be inadequate and in many
cases lacking, requiring a focus on public
health and more adequate health systems.
To the question of how to pay for better
government funded health care, the an-
swer is provided by Bernie Sanders, who
along with Senate colleagues offered a bill
to “Introduce Tax on Billionaire Wealth
Gains to Provide Health Care for All”?
The failures of authoritarian leaders, such
as Trump, show the necessity of electing
leaders and governments that will protect
the public, uphold their rights, and pro-
vide adequate health and welfare. Authori-

2 On the Trump and other resistance movements
that sprung up during Trump’s authoritarian
reign, see Douglas Kellner and Roslyn M. Satchel
(2020). “Resisting Youth: From Occupy Through
Black Lives Matter to the Trump Resistance” in
The SAGE Handbook of Critical Pedagogies, Chap-
ter 107, edited by Shirley Steinberg and Barry
Downs. London: Sage Publications.

* Bernie Sanders, “Rationale of the ‘Make Bil-
lionaires Pay Act’: It's good for our health. The
pandemic is helping the rich get even richer. Its
time to tax their obscene wealth,” The Guard-
ian, August 11, 2020 at https://www.theguardian.
com/commentisfree/2020/aug/11/the-pandem-
ic-is-helping-the-rich-get-even-richer-its-time-
to-tax-their-obscene-wealth (accessed on Au-
gust 12, 2020); see also Senator Bernie Sanders,
“Sanders, Colleagues Introduce Tax on Billionaire
Wealth Gains to Provide Health Care for All,” Au-
gust 6, 2020 at https://www.sanders.senate.gov/
newsroom/press-releases/sanders-colleagues-in-
troduce-tax-on-billionaire-wealth-gains-to-pro-
vide-health-care-for-all- (accessed August 10,
2020).

tarian leaders breed resistance, as I argued
above, leading to the possibilities of gov-
ernments that serve the needs and inter-
ests of the people rather than the Author-
itarian Leader and his clique of insiders
and political base.

Surely the plagues of the COVID-19
virus and authoritarian populism helped
bring down Trump in the 2020 U.S. elec-
tion against Joe Biden, as throughout
Trump’s presidency he denied the serious-
ness of the pandemic, prescribed looney
antidotes while failing to take any action,
and contributing to the more than 500,000
U.S. citizens who died during his Reign of
Error. Yet the COVID-19 pandemic has
brought down global markets, capitalist
expansion, and commerce to a massive
slowdown that provides for the first time
since at least WWII the possibility of ac-
tually transforming the world from an un-
sustainable economic (dis)order and cha-
otic “market” economy into a more sus-
tainable planetary community to deal with
multiple crises of the future, including dire
ecological crisis which Trump intensified
by weakening policies that protect the en-
vironmental and undoing sound ecologi-
cal policies.

Moreover — and most dramatically —,
after Trump decisively lost the election to
Joe Biden on November 3, 2020, he refused
toconcedetheelection,and he and his min-
ions circulated the Big Lie that the election
was a hoax and was stolen. Trump’s law-
yers sued election commissions in over 50
precincts and not one piece of evidence of
election fraud or wrong doing was found,
and each court threw out Trump’s claims
of a rigged election, including the Su-
preme Court which Trump helped pack.
Nonetheless, Trump and his mob contin-
ued to spread the Big Lie and on January
6, 2021 when Congress met to ratify the
election, Trump unleashed his most vio-
lent followers who came to Washington to
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protest the election and after a rally when
Trump, Don Jr., his Consigliere Crazy Ru-
dy G, and other members of Trump’s Thu-
gocracy whipped the crowd into a frenzy,
Trump and his capos urged his soldiers in-
to attacking the U.S. Capitol.

The Alt-Right followers of Trump had
planned their insurrection for weeks and
stormed the Capitol, overpowering the po-
lice, and wreaking havoc in the House and
Senate Chambers.* They chanted “Stop the
Steal,” “Fight for Trump,” and “Kill Mike
Pence,” Trump’s loyal Vice-President, who,
however, refused Trump’s order not to rat-
ify the election results. The rampage —
televised live in an ecstasy of communica-
tion — shocked the nation and the violence
in the rampage caused major damage in
the Capitol and left five dead, demonstrat-
ing the danger of Trump’s reign of lies and
thuggery, dangers that continue to plague
the polity.

* For an excellent documentary showing how one
of Trump’s Alt-Right groups planned the attack on
the Capital, see Alex Gibney’s six-part documen-
tary just released on HBO Q: Into the Storm. The
documentary centers on the rise of the Q-Anon
Alt-right group that circulated crazy conspiracy
theories and fervently supported Trump; the doc-
umentary shows how the Internet can give rise to
extremist groups who literarily live in their own
world of rightwing ideology. Another HBO doc-
umentary, Andrew Rossi’s After Truth: Disinfor-
mation and The Rise of Fake News (2020), shows
how during the Trump era conspiracy theories
and fake news dominated the Trumpian right-
wing news-sphere, illustrating Baudrillard’s the-
ory of the implosion of fact and fantasy in media
spectacles.

Yet although Trump lost the 2020 election deci-
sively to Joe Biden, proving again that those who
live by the media may die by the media, the fact
that they may also be reborn by the media is rea-
son to recollect once again what a terrible presi-
dent and person Trump was and what a moving
target for all modes of critical theory and contin-
ued threat to U.S. democracy.
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It is clear, that Trump’s authoritari-
an populism has created crises and po-
litical oppression throughout the globe
that threatens democracy, civility, and hu-
man life. In the aftermath of Trump’s hate
speech against immigrants, one of his fol-
lowers went on a rampage and killed at
least 20, mostly Mexican-Americans, in a
Walmarkt in El Paso, Texas during Octo-
ber 2020, with the shooter leaving behind
rants against immigrants that showed
he was influenced by Trump. Following
Trump’s attack on China and the Kung-Flu
virus, there have been a rampage of hate
crimes against Asians, including one at-
tack on a series of Georgia massage parlors
in March 2021 that left at least ten dead.

Trumps reality-show presidency had
been played out for four years on Twitter
and social media, TV channels like Fox
News, and the Alt-Right internet as a TV
reality show, with Trump as host, enter-
tainer, and promotor, whose daily tweets
attacked and vilified his enemies and en-
ergized his followers, thus dividing the
country into pro and anti-Trump forces.
While he claimed he was going to put “the
best people” in his government, he chose
“experts” from Fox News and Alt-right in-
ternet sites who praised him and promot-
ed his ideas, while converting Trump to
their whacky conspiracy theories, thus im-
ploding reality and surreality, as Baudril-
lard had predicted.

Of course, there was from the beginning
a vigorous anti-Trump Resistance, honor-
able media attempting to separate the true
from the false, or at least provide more
factual accounts of what is actually taking
place and where it is leading us. And there
have been throughout the Trump era re-
sistance groups fiercely undertaking their
own struggles like Black Lives, Matter,
#MeToo, the Dreamers, environmental-
ists, and an array of progressivist groups,
as well as individuals attempting to nav-



igate through the contentious cacopho-
ny of conflicting voices. Never before has
there been as intense a battle for the truth,
the real, the norms of democratic culture,
and other beacons of the Good Life, that
have long been eroding and under assault.

It is, of course, impossible to predict
where Trump and his followers will strike
next and his ban from Twitter, Facebook,
and Social Media while his January 6, 2021
insurrection, where he and his followers
made a farcical attempt to steal the pres-
idency, has forced the Trump Show to go
dark during the first months of the Biden
administration. Yet over the last four years
during Trump’s reign never before has the
ecstasy of communication unveiled so
many revelations of so much piggery, and
never has the obscenity of unfiltered rac-
ism, sexism, and multiple forms of reac-
tion revealed so many of the ugly aspects
of U.S. life, unleashed by an autocratic po-
litical regime that spewed into the medias-
cape daily hate speech and tirades of rac-
ism, sexism, bile, and loathing that has di-
vided the nation. Yet never has there been
such contestation of the President and an
increasingly fascist autocratic regime by
a resisting public and media in so many
realms during the Trump presidency, and
with such intensity. Thankfully, it appears,
as with so many times before, that those
who live by media may sooner or later go
down and disappear in the media.!

Trump was thus the first postmod-
ern Post-Truth president who ran a Re-
ality-TV show administrating collapsing
politics into entertainment, and left be-
hind a nation suffering under an ongoing
pandemic that has sickened millions and
killed hundreds of thousands, an environ-
ment threatened by climate disasters, and
a nation where many still live in a fantasy
world whose followers continue to assault
U.S. democracy and who await the Word

of their Maximum Leader to send them
Into the Storm and return the exiled King.
Hopefully, reality, truth, and a democrat-
ic citizenry has not yet disappeared and is
ready to fight for democracy, health, the
earth, and social progress against the un-
hinged enemies of Truth, Democracy, and
a Better World.

Note

Asked to provide an article for Baudril-
lard Now, I went through my files and
found an unpublished article on “Baudril-
lard and Trump.” First, written in the ear-
ly years of the Trump administration, as it
turns out, I believe it is an interesting read-
ing of Trump and shows that Baudrillard’s
work can be used retrospectively and that
his theoretical corpus is still of relevance
and use for analyzing contemporary re-
ality. Thanks to Kanykei Tursunbaeva for
asking me for an unpublished work I have
on Baudrillard for this issue of the journal,
and to Steve Best who rightly insisted I
should update the article through the end
of Trump regime, including the violent af-
termath. All of the claims I make about
Trump in this article are documented in
my books American Nightmare: Donald
Trump, Media Spectacle, and Authoritari-
an Populism. Rotterdam, The Netherlands:
Sense Publishers, 2016 and The American
Horror Show: Election 2016 and the As-
cent of Donald J. Trump. Rotterdam, The
Netherlands: Sense Publishers, 2017. Un-
fortunately, my Baudrillard analysis didn't
make it into these two books so I am grate-
ful to the editors of Baudrillard Now for
publishing this piece in their journal.
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From a Critique of Consumer Society
to Forms of Global Psychotherapy

or the Illusion of Life
Oleg Maltsev

In this paper, the author conducts a
praxiological and descriptive analysis of
Chapter 4, “A Critique of Consumer Soci-
ety, of the book Remembering Baudrillard
by researcher Serge Latouche. The pur-
pose of this research is to identify the crit-
ical social and psychological reasons be-
hind the ultimate paradigm of “consum-
er society,” which, in the 21st century, is
the predominant and integral norm of life
in present-day society. Metaphorically, the
author refers to the lifestyle chosen by the
individual favoring the consumer society
paradigm as the environment of illusion.
This paper offers an insight into the cog-
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nitive and other socio-psychological mo-
tivations triggers and an overview of the
consequences for the life processes of the
“consumer society” paradigm.

Jean Baudrillard is the first fundamen-
tal questioner of Consumer Society. While
a definition of consumer society already ex-
isted before Baudrillard, it was the French
philosopher who comprehensively stud-
ied this phenomenon and outlined its so-
cial, economic and anthropological role.
The concept of “consumer society” was
first used in the 1960s. Serge Latouche
attributes this to the scholar Jean Marie
Dominique. However, Jean Marie Dom-



inique’s writings, particularly the defini-
tion of “consumer society, were not popu-
lar in the 1960s and 1970s. Though, during
this period, according to Serge Latouche’s
research, Baudrillard, was at the age of 41
when he was directly assigned to investi-
gate the phenomenon of “Consumer Soci-
ety It is not particularized by whom, but
it is regarded that the intent of this assign-
ment was to create a ‘commissioned book
on sociology.

The consumer society represents a cri-
tique of consumerism and the myth of a
society of abundance (or excess). Quoting
Remembering Baudrillard, it is essential to
focus on a specific saying “We face the first
announcement of the diagnosis of global-
ization” Therefore, in the course of his
study, Baudrillard asks several questions
(for the first time in scientific discourse),
like “who is the consumer?”; “what is a con-
sumer society?”, and this ultimately de-
rives the following tendency—the society
of plenty is arriving. The philosopher also
described the consumption paradigm in a
dynamic relationship with social changes
of the 20th century. What we see global-
ly is the growth of a society of abundance.
In our society, the very idea of excess is
probably somewhat different, and not the
one people once aspired to. Around 100-
150 years ago an excess of resources would
have meant increased supplies for surviv-
al (forage, ammunition, etc.,—everything
one needs to fulfill his or her necessities,
and have some extra for an unforeseen
future), today a “surplus of resources or
products” has a symbolic meaning rather.

In becoming a consumer society, how-
ever, a deadlock is created in that econom-
ic and technological growth does not pro-
duce goods simultaneously as humans
need them. Consequently, there is a ne-
cessity (demand), and there are commod-
ities. The growth of demand, and demand,

is strongly inferior to the growth of com-
modities, and consequently, this creates a
market oversaturation due to a commod-
ity surplus. This oversaturation—imagi-
nary and deliberate or artificially orches-
trated—is presented as abundance be-
cause humanity has everything in abun-
dance and even more goods. So the era
of abundance has arrived, which is a di-
rect reflection of well-being. According to
S. Latouche: “Abundance exists only in the
sight of spectacle..”

In other words, understanding the play-
ers’ roles in the market, the following has
to be outlined: it is not the consumer who
has become competent; it is not the consum-
er who regulates the products quality. The
consumer does not regulate anything. The
market is simply oversaturated with goods,
justifying the notion that these are not nat-
ural processes but favorable ones, indicative
of a high standard of living.

A whole field of entertainment, af-
fluence, beautiful and healthy living is
shown to human desire. Why is this being
demonstrated? To breed even more desire.
Latouche powerfully denotes that the con-
sumer is deliberately shaped to envy an ob-
ject, a commodity, and to possess and have
it by demonstrating this fact to other con-
sumers. However, all these goods will nev-
er satisfy an irrepressible desire for more.
The drive to dominate and possess, to re-
ceive more and more products and attri-
butes, symbolically confirming the status
of the “self as a possessor” and thus a per-
son who is strong, independent, different
from the others, is inherent in the uncon-
scious nature of every human being (the
paradigm is researched and verified in de-
tail by the Swiss scholar and fate analyst
Lipot Szondi in his book “I-Analysis”)

Besides the possibility of easy access to
all kinds of goods, the display and “exhibi-
tion of wealth” should take place as a cele-
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bration, as a show. Separately, the flip side
of the coin of this processes outlined is al-
so analyzed. It is not enough for the con-
sumer to understand that they have access
to every product they need. The consumer
must be influenced by specific conditions
(social inequality) in which one may not
afford 100 percent of the time having what
one strives for. Subsequently, according to
human nature (the triggering of automat-
ic mechanisms), if one individual cannot
afford something (but he desires to have
something or object), and as he watch-
es someone already possesses that “de-
sired thing”, the non-possessor feels lust-
ful. That is called envy. Those who can af-

er products. Moreover, it has been operat-
ed by the women of that family for genera-
tions. I remember the “grandmother” run-
ning the shop since I visited many times.
That woman was a great saleswoman. Then
she passed away, and the shop was sold.
The relatives did not want to engage, that
is, make money in the old business. There
are new shop owners now, selling some-
thing else. Here is an example of how for
200 vyears, entrepreneurs preferred small
boutiques over huge stores. Moreover, now
the majority tends to act more passively.
So, we now produce new hypermarkets,
and associates demand to be lured there.
What happens next: the public should feel

ford to buy up ev-
erything are dis-
appointed; howev-

Too much is offered for
the contemplation of the crowd.

they are getting a
better life, better
conditions, that

er, admitting that
one is jealous and disappointed usually is
not essential for a person. He cannot ad-
mit that. Moreover, there comes a deni-
al of scarcity, as Latouche remarks: “Too
much is offered for the contemplation of the
crowd.”

A critical reflection on this statement
by Serge Latouche (and especially the de-
nial of the scarcity paradigm) applies to
the elaboration of such phenomena as the
“store” and then the “supermarket”. As a
matter of fact, until the middle of the 19th
century, supermarkets did not even exist.
The idea had never even crossed anyone’s
mind in those days. Memorizing the first
trips back to Amsterdam in 80-90 of the
20th century, there were already supermar-
kets there, three-storey, four-storey, but they
were not yet, ‘the Walmart like’ in the USA.
Moreover, it turns out that even then, entre-
preneurs still were aiming for small shops.
For example, there was a fascinating shop
in Germany on Rose Street. The shop was
about two hundred years old, selling leath-
er goods bags and other hand-made leath-
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wages are raised
and that welfare is improved. Any hor-
rors of the factories’ workers, those ter-
rible conditions, they begin to fade away.
Suddenly trade and market exchange by
its bounty seems like a gift now—a reward.
Everything seems to be beautiful.

The next step: now, the new lifestyle
should be represented; it has to be deco-
rated. That is—the aesthetic design, the
facade of “new life” has to be gorgeous.
The fagade has to be beautiful. Two fields
of knowledge are emerging—design and
advertising, and something that was not
necessary before is now becoming essen-
tial. Further on, some clever people start
coming up with big posters—posters in-
clude drawings. The first thing the con-
sumer is taught to do is to consume imag-
es. The consumer, as Latouche has stated,
becomes inclined to consume the image.
They are no longer interested in satisfying
basic needs. Consumption seeks to reflect
perfectly the nature of reality. However, as
Baudrillard points out, this all involves re-
al subversion. Then in Remembering Bau-



drillard, it is said, “Signs of change replace
work processes.” That is, design defines as-
ceticism. We now also need to be informed
about it. Thus, the following powerful vec-
tor emerges—the vector of media. How do
people know that they are making prog-
ress—it is crucial to assure everyone that
all changes are positive.

The primary vector to make everyone
believe they might get what they require
is a credit card. Right there, the credit card
is precisely the bait for any fish in the soci-
ety of consumption. Moreover, at the core
of this feeding procedure is the require-
ment for psychotherapy. Studying the nev-
er satisfied irrepressible desire is the key of
the paradigm of the ancestral unconscious
and other unconscious processes of hu-
man nature according to Lipot Szondi’s
scientific school of Fate psychology, this
finding of the relevance of psychotherapy
and discharge (liberation from the burden
of life cycles) is logical and reliable.

That is to say, our drive (usually it is
an unconscious drive) for psychothera-
py is already “built within us” since birth.
Any system that exists must have a func-
tion such as “offloading” (or discharge). If
a car is dropping revolutions, and the en-
gine cannot run on a constant voltage, this
means it has to restart. Most important-
ly, the car does not go on forever. It rests
for a while. Logically, the engines in an
aircraft run for a certain amount of time.
They have a limit. Take-off, then reset. The
plane gets a horizontal position in space
and slowly begins to take off like a fighter
jet. However, it cannot climb nearly verti-
cally; passengers cannot be carried in this
way. Furthermore, when the revs are drop-
ping at a certain speed, and the plane be-
gins to climb upwards slowly, that is the
motional-dynamic model of therapy.

When applying the above-mentioned
motional-dynamic model to consumer

society’s psychological background, it ap-
pears psychologically; consumption serves
as a kind of global therapy. There is a strive
to consume more and more, which cre-
ates short-termed relief and easement ev-
ery time the person purchases or acquires
something. How do these processes func-
tion? To start with, consider the natural
types or methods of therapy processes.
The first human psychotherapy is sleeping.
People work during the day (that brings
pressure), and they sleep at night (that
helps to release the pressure, a so-called
“natural discharge process”). That is the
primary standard of human psychothera-
py, which is “set in human nature” More-
over, this is a form of psychotherapy that
assumes that consumption is a form of
psychotherapy, an artificially created ther-
apy type. One may use that therapy, but in
fact, one cannot. If the pressure increas-
es, natural forms of psychotherapy be-
come insufficient. I will provide the most
straightforward example to clarify that:
let’s hypothetically think of a person who
lives in the 17th century. The amount of
information in the 17th century per cap-
ita is 400 times less than now. That is, he
does not need to process 400 signals. One
person may encounter 1200 and another
400 messages today. Count the number of
messages we get on the internet in a day,
and consider that one letter in the 17th
century would take 2-3 months to arrive.
In order to get one message, one waits for
three months. Presume the strain on one’s
mind in the 17th century as compared to
the 21st. This should be taken for granted,
and the above-mentioned is just an exam-
ple. Nevertheless, it is possible to address
hundreds of such examples, not two or
three, i.e., the load on a person nowadays
is many times higher than it was in the
17th century. Accordingly, those forms of
natural psychotherapy that exist now are
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not enough, so the external form (buying
more) is the person’s relief under pressure.
A question, how many clothes did a per-
son have in the 17th century? For exam-
ple, three, or four suits. Today one walks
around the city and sees thousands of suits
or other garment variants. It was physical-
ly impossible to produce so many suits in
the 17th century. So, the fact remains that
there were no shops in such quantity and
excess, as we see these days. One hundred
years ago, there was no fashion in the form
in which it exists today, and there was not
a massive number of things required to be
done as there is today. However, that is the
tendency representing the role of the ex-
ternal form of psychotherapy.

of men and 84% of women had thought
about killing someone, often with partic-
ular hypothetical victims and methods in
mind. Douglas Fields, neuroscientist and
author of the book “Why We Snap,” says
our brains have evolved to monitor danger
and spark aggression in response to any
perceived danger as a defence mechanism.
“We all have the capacity for violence be-
cause, in certain situations, it is necessary
for our survival,” he says. “You do not need
to be taught defensive aggression because
it is a life-saving behaviour that’s unfortu-
nately sometimes required.”

What happens when a person feels the
impulse of aggression as a natural reac-
tion to an external stimulus (for example,
in a situation

The
internal  is | The first human psychotherapy is sleeping.
embedded | People work during the day (pressure),

in a person;
for example,
one shares

and they sleep at night (pressure release,
a so-called “natural discharge process.”)

where he has
been unfairly
treated), yet
laws and so-
cial regula-

a basic data
package of therapy steps, but someone
increases the daily pressure. In new
conditions, the previous therapy is no
longer good enough. Then, someone starts
offering to the consumers of ‘therapy’
some other forms to help—the additional
psychotherapy forms.

In wartime, in contrast, when there was
no psychotherapy. The only psychother-
apy was a knife. If one kills somebody—
then that is also one of the forms of psy-
chotherapy. It may sound a bit scarys still,
there is a perspective in the American psy-
chiatry environment, claiming that people
may go crazy if they do not kill since they
are prohibited from carrying and using
weapons today. David Buss, professor of
psychology at the University of Texas-Aus-
tin, surveyed 5,000 people for his book,
“The Murderer Next Door: Why the Mind
Is Designed to Kill,” and found that 91%
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tions do not
allow him to “splash out” this aggression
outwardly? Unlike in previous eras, today,
a person does not have the right to judge
himself, nor does he have the right to kill
his kind (this is not democratic, not toler-
ant, and so forth). What happens in such
a case? In that case, the individual himself
becomes a victim of his aggression. More-
over, this impulse is no longer directed
outside (at the source of the external irri-
tation) but inside, at himself. Such impuls-
es do not go away completely, causing con-
siderable damage to the psyche, generat-
ing mental traumas, deviations, and even
illnesses. Sigmund Freud verified this par-
adigm explicitly in his most famous book,
Introduction to Psychoanalysis (or Vorle-
sungen zur Einfithrung in die Psychoanal-
yse). Freud outlines psychoanalysis’ criti-
cal paradigms, including the unconscious
mind and the theory of neuroses and



dreams. Overall, it might be assumed that
psychotherapy arises as a necessity when a
human is prohibited from using his weap-
ons. The weapons are taken away, and the
new therapy necessity arises.

The paper further suggests a praxeologi-
cal reflection on the outlined processes and
forms of therapy transformation in the con-
text of historical discourse. Namely, after
the 1830s, a crucial shift in social norms
and regulations and the formation of a new
global role for money appeared.

Studying history, we may recognize the
enormous consequences of a “no-weap-
on” paradigm. Meanwhile, in 1830 money
became a new weapon (instead of guns),
matching a form of weapon that emerged
in a new era. Money emerged as a substi-
tute for weapons. So people gave up their
knives and their guns and took up money
instead—merely some paper banknotes.
Thus it should be straightforwardly stated
that money came into existence as a sub-
stitute for weapons. One is not allowed
to kill; one can only purchase. Moreover,
whoever kills will go to prison. Hence this
is where the roots of law are from. In the
form that we are now contemplating, not a
set of rules, not regulations but precisely a
law, which is governed by specific articles
and sanctions: for example, for murder—
one is sentenced to 10-20 years. Murder,
as such, converts into a basic form of psy-
chotherapy and a forbidden form of that.
The Americans argued that a lack of kill-
ing is the main form and cause of mental
illness. And the cause of visible and out-
ward human behavior. That is, if a man
knew that he would be killed for miscon-
duct, he would not behave like that. The
reasoning was that “we need to untie con-
sumers’ hands and give them a key” The
money, as it is said, still smells of the sweat
and blood of the worker. It is all disappear-
ing—a symbol of capitalism fades away.

Living in capitalism and using a credit card
is now the norm. Now we not only have a
bank card. But also a bank card advertise-
ment. For example, here is the paradigm:
buy now, pay later—what in the US has
essentially become substitution methods.
Everyone has suffered a lot because to-
day, when companies start using financial
banking methods, they forget that they do
not have a reserve fund, i.e., insurance for
some kind of case. For instance, as a result
of this, Lufthansa almost went bankrupt.

As S. Latouche remarks, Baudrillard
concludes that one can make the consum-
er believe other values emerge: social se-
curity, family benefits, pensions and even
unemployment insurance; institutional al-
truism. You have been given everything,
now consume. It is the same as impos-
ing certain social stereotypes of posses-
sion. One has to possess a house, one has
to possess a car and so forth. This tenden-
cy is particularly evident in the American
way of life.

“The welfare revolution replaces the old
socialism.” (Remembering Baudrillard)

Serge Latouche notes that Baudrillard
was very attentive to social networks. Even
before the computerization of them, Jean
Baudrillard foresaw it all, and this is part-
ly why he is called a prophet. He made the
prognosis of the new society of the millen-
nium and the virtualization of the world.
So, computerization emphasizes the virtu-
alization of reality; i.e., Baudrillard point-
ed out that computers will create new pos-
sibilities, and everyone will use them. Sec-
ondly, he said that this growth would ex-
ceed consumption and overkill, and there
will be a crisis as a result. The econo-
my must reboot: a crisis is a reboot of the
economy. This is where the following form
comes in. If there is a consumer society,
then there will be a consumer waste soci-
ety. It becomes a consumer waste society.
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“...in this perspective, Baudrillard notes the
attitude to consumption is equal to the at-
titude to production waste”—S. Latouche
emphasizes. One gets the imaginary feel-
ing that surplus is essential to them, and
not current needs. This is another form of
psychotherapy. When spending is already
repeatedly preceded not only by earning
opportunities in the here and now, but, al-
so when one’s expectations are deceived.
Hereabouts advertising plays a strate-
gic role. Rationality is better replaced by
abundance, and “this is what they call free-
dom.”

One is free if one can afford everything,
but at the same time, one is ‘placing’ him-
self in subjugation and so on and so on,

ment, a car—that comes immediately. So,
everything can be purchased or acquired.
At the same time, this structural paradigm
generates an oversupply of goods. What
happens next is overstocking, overcapacity
moreover, and after that comes the crisis.
The next phenomenon to get analyzed is
the abstract need. In Remembering Bau-
drillard, it is questioned: “But what is the
Benchmark of abstract needs? The natural
needs that used to be. Anything above
this threshold is called a waste” It is like
people taking out a loan in order to pay off
a loan, practically. This is why we have the
following definition - “Waste Consumers’
Society” Further on, it seems that the
nature of consumption is changing. Con-

and the worst

part is that
one will nev-

sumption

Money came into existence as a substitute [is now
for weapons. a show,

a sur-

er pay for it in
the future. Mortgages and everything else
in America is vividly shown.

S. Latouche claims: “A society of excess
seems to suppress puritanism and turns
into a spectacle, in short, a society - in-
to a show. The desire for evolution replac-
es the revolution of desire.” Why should a
man be forbidden to do everything? On
the contrary;, it is better to allow him ev-
erything. To make a person manageable,
on the contrary, everything is given to him
in excess, in abundance. Such an approach
works much more effectively.

“Next, the concept of individual needs
disappears.” (Remembering Baudrillard)

There is no point in working to meet
needs. Individual needs are nolonger ofany
colossal interest. More significance is now
credited to overabundances, to excesses.
There is no point now in working only for
the sake of satisfaction. Earlier, one used to
work because one had to pay the rent; that
is in an industrial society. Now freedom
is valued; one can afford more. An apart-
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plus and everything else. Serge Latouche
assumes, “Consumption is consumption
apart from pleasure.” The system itself has
remained the same, that is, goods in the
form of commodities. If one takes some-
thing, one has to pay; you have to give, and
so forth. People may think otherwise,how-
ever, the processes of overstocking lead to
a crisis. It is great to recall that the credit
crunch originated in 2007-2008. This is the
transition to no longer being a consum-
er. Then social phenomena such as stress,
burnouts, bankruptcy, suicide and mass
dissatisfaction became the realia of daily
routine life. However, the system itself, the
value, has remained the same, while the
environment has not changed. Two paral-
lels to psychotherapy arise here: personal
internal psychotherapy (the usual human
habits, like watching TV, jogging, etc.)
and external economy therapy. External
psychotherapy brings the same effect as a
crisis does to the economy—it is a reset.
Baudrillard compares illness to the econ-



omy, and he compares the phenomenon
to disease. That is, as an allegory that is
applied to explain what is occurring in the
market.

In particular, the notion of ecology in
economics is very often applied nowadays.
The so-called “clean ecology approach.”
Ecology in economics is fair competi-
tion, where competition becomes unfair
if the parties involve some higher levels:
moreover, such game minds have invisible
reasons—that is, the source of competition
is invisible. That is the whole point. Today
it is a well-known fact; nobody wants to
go to prison. This is why I have to describe
some former USSR society realia, the

consumption, etc. Just as an example, it
might be mentioned, while a car used to
run for 60 years, then some old cars ran
for 30 years, but a modern car is delib-
erately made to break down after two
years. Latouche provides the reader with
a metaphoric standpoint: “Deliberately
accelerated obsolescence... of products and
machines, destruction of old structures,
etc.” Current marketing is hanging on to
three things now: advertising, planned
obsolescence and consumer credit. These
are the components of makeup marketing.
Moreover, that marketing is the driver of
growth. Plus the media, communication
is the vehicle for the dissemination of

The consumer does not regulate anything. The market
is simply oversaturated with goods, justifying the
notion that these are not natural processes but
favorable ones, indicative of a high standard of living.

changes of the nineties. The nineties were
the year of banditry; banditry emerged,

though many criminals went to jail. How-
ever, the rest became smarter after the
90s. Thus, they improved their brilliance,
and in fact, today’s business is built on the
bones and blood of people “wiped away”
in the nineties. In Ukraine, for instance,
there is no other business. Not here, not
in America. Everything will be built on
bones, sooner or later. Business people
already have something to lose: power,
money and other things, and consequent-
ly they develop more and more perverse
covert methods of competition. Latouche
applies this ecological dimension to
his analysis of consumer society, while
attempting to characterize consumer soci-
ety’s production. The researcher follows
Baudrillard’s picture, trash civilization
and the processes it involves: advertising,
deliberate consumption below its expiry
date, accelerated wear and tear, single-use

advertising. “Advertising plays a central
role in building society”—Serge Latouche
concludes.

Baudrillard again emphasizes the insol-
uble nature of the effectiveness of adver-
tising. The philosopher describes this phe-
nomenon in Simulations and Simulacra
along with the scale of this phenomenon.
The following scale of advertising is propa-
ganda, i.e., the nextlevel of development of
advertising in scale. Thus the resounding
conclusion is drawn: that we have all been
deceived. We live in a world of deception.
Latouche remarks, “Essentially, advertising
has succeeded in blurring the lines between
show and production.” The more the supply
of goods grows, the more we overstock the
market, the more excellent the advertising
has to be. Advertising in its various guises
is what is required in a consumer society.
Moreover, there is no model, but compar-
ing shops and supermarkets to temples,
then consumption or purchase can be tak-
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en as a ritual. Latouche: “..an abundance
or abundance of spectacle is ineffective in
any way eliminating scarcity or frustration.”
That provides spectacular assumptions.
On the one hand, the world provides what
one needs, but on the other hand? Even if
one earns all the money globally and buys
everything, it is of no use and makes no
sense. Latouche: “The division of people in-
to social classes is inextricably linked to the
ideology of growth and consumption.” Bau-
drillard says that all people are equal before
objects in terms of some kind of use-val-
ue and not equal before objects in terms of
difference, which is profoundly unroman-
tic. How does this manifest itself? If one
wants to be higher up on the human sta-
tus hierarchy, then one requires an iPhone
(and so on). In fact, according to Baudril-
lard’s conclusions, growth is counter-pro-
ductive. That is to say, behind a particu-
lar vapour, an effect is created which con-
tradicts the goal altogether, i.e., the satis-
faction of needs as such. So, the limit of
saturation cannot be reached, i.e., human
greed is infinite. It can only burst—burst,
then crisis and then the crisis is a reset.

The most important thing that happens
is that it is temporary and unsatisfying. An
example is the simplest: anything might
be considered ‘an excellent issue’ no lon-
ger than for a year. Until the next model of
iPhone comes out, that is a specific time.
The pleasure of being cool. Consequent-
ly, abundance is fictional 100%; any satis-
faction is temporary. Progress and abun-
dance go hand in hand with trouble, i.e.,
new products entail new costs.

To conclude, abundance is created for
the “silent majority, In return, the ma-
jority is extorted from what the “creators”
need, such as votes in political elections.
Abundance is produced for people at their
own expense. People live for “today”; the
masses have no “future” since they are
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not interested. They have everything to-
day and get that “everything” automatical-
ly. Therefore, if all this is perfectly creat-
ed for confirming a’solid today,” then one
is eager to keep their “precious today.” The
guaranteed today is the most important
thing for the consumer from the masses,
and for that, they need to vote for those
who create the comfortable and cozy “pic-
ture of today.” Moreover, if anyone dares to
change their comfortable “today,”—the si-
lent majority’s representatives will have a
particular reaction, which in psychologi-
cal terms can be called neurosis.
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Baudrillard’s Pendulum

Alexzander Mazey

‘Conspiracies do exist.
Umberto Eco

A Coca-Cola billboard appears, only
very briefly, above the American town of
Hope, Washington, in the 1982 film, ‘First
Blood'. Interestingly enough, this billboard
(the domestic soft power) is elevated above

Will Teasle, the sheriff of the town (the do-
mestic hard power, so to speak) who pur-
sues (haunts) John Rambo throughout the
film, significant, perhaps, as elevating Co-
ca-Cola above all things in American life.
Isn't it interesting how the final scenes of
‘First Blood’ show Stallone putting an end to

the billboards and advertisements that lit-
ter the landscape of this quaint, thorough-
ly American, township? Isn't this another
example of domestic ‘soft power’ meeting
the ‘hard power’ of a rifle; a co-opted ‘hard
power, so to speak? It is striking, the way
John Rambo, through sheer will and vio-
lence (a violence manifesting as an inabil-
ity to communicate the crimes of imperi-
alism), removes these corrupted artifices
of capitalist America or, at the very least,
those that litter this small-town landscape.

John Rambo’s sense of righteousness in
‘First Blood’” — as with all moral righteous-
ness — leads to a sentence of hard labour
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at the hands of Criminal Justice. This lays
the groundwork for ‘Rambo: First Blood
Part II’ (1985), whereby we observe Colo-
nel Sam Trautman meeting John at a pris-
on-labour camp, asking for help.

Slavoj Zizek provides a good overview
of this second film, where we see Rambo
travelling to Vietnam to save a group of
veterans from a Soviet backed outfit of mi-
litia. In an interview with Josefina Ayerza,
published in ‘Lusitania’ in the Fall of 1994,
Zizek says about the film:

‘In the United States, I was struck by
the series of films like Rambo [...] which
are based on the American obsession that
there are still some prisoners, some Ameri-
cans alive down there in Vietnam. The he-
ro, Rambo, saves them, brings them back. I
think the fantasy behind it is that the most
precious part of America was stolen and
the hero brings it back to where it belongs.
Because this “treasure” was missing under
Jimmy Carter, America was weak. If the he-
ro brings it back, America will be strong
again. (https://www.lacan.com/perfume/
Zizekinter.htm)

In other words, after dismantling the
quiet town of Hope, Washington - lit-
tered with its corporate artifice - Ram-
bo seeks to return something to America
that has been lost, years ago, in the jun-
gles of Vietnam. What has been lost here,
in these jungles, other than some ‘nostal-
gic referential, a sense of humanity, some-
thing to point the way forward, a love for
something beyond the commodities of a
lost America.

Once again, the commodity is locat-
ed within the sign-values of Coca-Cola, a
drink that features heavily in the mise en
scéne of ‘Rambo: First Blood Part II’, par-
ticularly within the military operations
base, where we observe generals glugging
away at Coca-Cola, (cans of Coke, chilled
in a vending machine, no less), alongside
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the blinking lights of unrecognisable tech-
nologies; computers and equipment which
Rambo will come to destroy in another
scene of spectacular vengeance.

Even so, what does Rambo find in his
return to the jungles of Vietnam? Love, of
course. Not the love of a commodity, full
of ‘metaphysical nasties, but rather the
love of a living, breathing, human being.
A living referential for what America has
lost in its desire for imperialistic conquest.
Isn't it interesting how Rambo finds his
unbeknownst love, his assigned contact,
Co Bao, as he passes through a littered
landscape of lost, Buddhist (I assume) rel-
ics? Here, I am reminded of Mark Fisher’s
analysis of those stone statues on Easter Is-
land.

In “The Weird and the Eerie’, Fisher
writes:

“The problem here is not why the people
who created these structures disappeared —
there is no mystery here — but the nature of
what disappeared. What kinds of being cre-
ated these structures? How were they simi-
lar to us, and how were they different? What
kind of symbolic order did these beings be-
long to, and what role did the monuments
they constructed play in it? For the symbol-
ic structures which made sense of the mon-
uments have rotted away, and in a sense
what we witness here is the unintelligibili-
ty and inscrutability of the Real itself. Con-
fronted with Easter Island or Stonehenge, it
is hard not to speculate about what the rel-
ics of our culture will look like when the se-
miotic systems in which they are currently
embedded have fallen away’

This is — perhaps - Fisher’s greatest in-
sight, where he came to locate the source
of his own hauntological circumstance as
an experience originating from dwindling
points of reference. The residue of a world
‘rotted away’. In some sense, we can con-
sider the Britain of Fisher’s youth - full of



subcultural vibrancy and rave culture - as
his own Easter Island, put to death by the
enemy of neoliberal values inherent in the
prevailing capitalist (hyper)realism of the
twenty-first century.

Nothing is more painful than the lost
referential, monuments out of time, di-
vorced from the semiotic systems that
once governed them. It is an intriguing
question to ask what would be lost from
our own structures if not the order of the
hyperreal that governs them; the irreali-
ty of sign-value and the like? Would Wall
Street not look sepulchral without the vir-
tual territorialization of ‘transeconom-
ic’ metastasis? All around us, cities like
ready-built tombs.

Even so, it is never a case of what has
been lost, it is always more important to
observe what has been left behind; to view

communication, other than by way of sim-
ulation and image?

One of the more prescient expositions
of the dynamic interplay between Co-
ca-Cola and Buddhism appears in ‘Ram-
bo III’ (1988). In the opening scene, as
John prepares for a prize-fight, shots of
Buddhist monks are interjected alongside
scenes of Colonel Sam Trautman walking
from the American Embassy of Thailand.
As the Colonel strides through the mar-
ket bizarre, we see the distinct Coca-Co-
la logo, the ‘soft power’ of American cap-
italist values — as it always appears in the
‘developing’ world - integrated neatly in-
to the sign-value system of the local mar-
ketplace.

Likewise, in the early cinematic adap-
tation of “Total Recall’, (1990) Coca-Cola
appears as a billboard advertisement with-

the lost in rela-
tion to what’s left
behind is nostal-

gia incarnate. | divorced from the semiotic systems
Nevertheless, to that once governed them.
consider  what

Nothing is more painful than the lost
referential, monuments out of time,

in the ‘future
world of the
Philip K. Dick
novel, which
can today be

has been left behind is perhaps more pain-
ful than to consider what has been taken
away. Isn’t this the melancholy that drives
both Mark Fisher and John Rambo? After
all, he is not angry at what has been taken
away from him - he is angry at whats left;
a vapidity of existence, a shallow and pas-
sive nihilism, which is to say, a position we
could characterise as Baudrillard’s ‘termi-
nal melancholy’

This is why Rambo seeks comfort in the
silence and depth of a spiritual Buddhism,
perhaps? It is fascinating how Buddhism
— and its icons - feature in every Rambo
film, aside from ‘First Blood, the one film
grounded in the landscape of America.
After all, with its penchant for silence, how
could Buddhism exist in a utopia built on
the foundations of an endless and ecstatic

read as a theo-
ry-fiction into the nature of the hyperreal
trajectory. Later on, in the 1995 adaption
of ‘Judge Dredd, Coca-Cola would appear,
once again, this time in the ‘cursed lands,
where a Coke bottle appears — both strik-
ingly and briefly - to be stood on in the
desert wastelands of a futuristic America.
In terms of Baudrillardian analysis,
‘First Blood’ tells the story of the commod-
ities’ dominion, ‘the domestic battle’ over
the American landscape, where the com-
modity has finally ‘overcome’ humanism,
negating the alternative philosophies of
depth and silence inherent in the spiritual
posturing of Buddhism, for example. Both
‘Rambo: First Blood Part II' and ‘Rambo
IIT’ tell the story of a ‘globalisation; a con-
frontation between the individual - with
all its spiritual grotesquery — against the
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ecstatic delights of the commodity’s ma-
terialization. This is Coca-Cola as a har-
binger of the hyperreal, finding fruition in
‘Judge Dredd’, through which we glimpse
our ‘cursed’ future; our desert of the real.

Of course, if you think I am over-reach-
ing, just remember how the ‘Rambo Tril-
ogy of the Eighties’, and Judge Dredd’, all
feature Sylvester Stallone as title charac-
ters. (Aside from the film - First Blood’
— where the commodity has already pre-
vailed over the human subject of small-
town America; the commodity has al-
ready drawn ‘first blood;, so to speak.) The
smoking gun of this theory can be found
in Buzz Feitshans, the executive producer
of all five films discussed, here.

In conclusion, we have the appearanc-
es of the exact same commodity, a simi-
lar casting, the exact same executive pro-
ducer; how much of this is purely coin-
cidental? These five films, all produced
by Feitshans, actually tell a meta-narra-
tive of Coca-Cola dominating small town
American life in ‘First Blood’, before rep-
resenting the beverage as a product of co-
lonial hard power in ‘Rambo: First Blood
Part II’, then as a global consumer object
of soft power in ‘Rambo III’, before featur-
ing in the dystopian landscape of Philip K.
Dick’s “Total Recall’, and finding a fruition
of its trajectory as a product of the hyper-
real order in the desert of the ‘cursed earth’
in ‘Judge Dredd’. It seems we are given, in
these films, a meta-narrative regarding the
perverse omnipresence of the commodity;
the mythological trajectory of Coca-Cola
itself.

I would also like to mention John Mc-
Tiernan’s masterpiece, ‘Die Hard’ (1988).
What is John McClane (Bruce Willis) -
the hero and protagonists — other than
a Linkolan ‘Guardian of Life, operating
chiefly as another cinematic recurrence of
a ‘masculine referential, a character (a po-
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lice cop, nonetheless) ostracised from the
hyperreal ‘corporate’ world; a man who
understands the sacrifices that need to be
made in an attempt to preserve life? Iron-
ically, during the climax - in order to the
save his estranged wife (Bonnie Bedelia),
the damsel, from the clutches of a ‘refer-
ential evil, Hans Gruber (Alan Rickman)
— John sacrifices an expensive, person-
alised Rolex watch. Is this scene not load-
ed with a powerful meta-significance? The
sign-value significance given over to that
commodity, particularly in the scene be-
tween Hans Gruber and Harry Ellis, is tru-
ly fascinating.

It is amusing how Harry Ellis - a stereo-
typical, morally relativistic, corporate co-
caine addict - askes the terrorists for a Co-
ca-Cola. It is interesting how Coca-Cola
becomes a signifier of Ellis’ hallucinato-
ry notions of coked-up power. Compare,
for example, in that final scene between
Ellis and Gruber, the interplay between
the impotence of Ellis’ chosen commodi-
ty (a referential soft power) compared to
the force of Gruber’s handgun (a referen-
tial hard power). Isn't it interesting how
Gruber’s hard power is only overcome
by the ‘nostalgic referential’ — the Amer-
ican hard power - in other words, a pre-
viously ostracised, ‘sheriff’s justice’ — find-
ing representation in John McClane? In
overcoming Gruber’s terroristic plot, Mc-
Clane must concede the ‘soft power’ of
the Rolex watch. Gruber’s corrupted de-
sire for commodities - stealing negotiable
bearer bonds to purchase additional ‘John
Philips’ suits in London, I imagine - has
to be mediated by a thoroughly ‘Ameri-
canised’” sense of justice. In this way, ‘Die
Hard’ is a deeply propagandistic film; but
a great action flick, nonetheless. It is Alan
Rickman’s greatest performance, perhaps?
second only to his portrayal of the Sher-
iff of Nottingham in ‘Robin Hood: Prince



of Thieves’ (1991). A film where the thor-
oughly corrupted morality of (Christian)
justice, lost in the capture of Jerusalem by
the army of Saladin, must be returned to
England in the form of Robin of Locksley
(Kevin Costner).

Even so, the portrayal of Coca-Cola
as a means of ‘hallucinatory power” - the
‘sign-value’ of this particular commodity,
(particularly as a means of soft power) —
is prevalent throughout the mise en scéne
of many 80s™ action films; perhaps most
strikingly in the 80s’ ‘Rambo’ trilogy, fea-
turing Sylvester Stallone as US Army vet-
eran, John Rambo. It should be noted how,
much like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylves-
ter Stallone has developed, over the years,
into a ‘transcendental referential’; in oth-
er words, a referential that transcends the
limits of the cinematic fiction. He had - in
terms of the hyperreal — come to represent
the ‘nostalgic referential’ of hypermascu-
linity in particular, even outside the remit
of the cinema screen. If you want addition-
al examples of Stallone’s hyperreal creden-
tials, one only has to visit the Smithsonian
Museum of America, where you will find
a multitude of props from Rocky’ (1976),
selected by the Library of Congress as cul-
turally significant, worthy of preservation
and so on. Alternatively, you could con-
sider Rocky Balboa’s inclusion into the ‘In-
ternational Boxing Hall of Fame. Not bad
achievements for someone who does not
really exist, but rather retains a presence, a
residue, in thoroughly simulated forms; in
other words, exists as a point of reference,
the “idealised American man, in this case.

In terms of Baudrillardian analysis,
the fictionalised account of the ‘American
Dream), portrayed in ‘Rocky’, and its five
sequels, actually masks the reality of its to-
tal absence in American life. Here, I will
recall to your mind the words of America’s
greatest intellectual, George Carlin: “The

owners of this country know the truth; it’s
called the American Dream because you
have to be asleep to believe it.

What we lack in a simulated reality, we
make up for in fiction. Isn’t this the hidden
motivation behind the 80s’ ‘Rambo’ trilogy,
for example? A film where the downtrod-
den, Vietnam veteran is able to exercise
his fantasies through an aestheticized ven-
geance, initially, upon small town Ameri-
ca, ‘First Blood’ (1982), and later, an Amer-
ican military base of operations, Rambo:
First Blood Part II’ (1985). It is fascinating
how this all-American hero later fights in
the Soviet-Afghan War, fighting alongside
the Mujahideen, no less, in ‘Rambo III’
(1988). Nothing is more painfully ironic,
these days, than to observe the final com-
memoration of that film, whereby we see
‘Rambo IIT" dedicated ‘to the gallant peo-
ple of Afghanistan. Interestingly enough,
a rumour circulates, (a conspiracy theo-
ry of sorts) claiming the film's commem-
oration once read ‘to the brave Mujahi-
deen fighters, with alterations taking place
in response to the September 11 attacks.
Will we ever really know the truth in re-
gards to this rumour’s persistence? More
importantly - it begs the question — do we
believe our mythology is beyond such re-
visionism?
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