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T r a n s l a t o r ' s F o r e w o r d 

i 

W i t h a few except ions , these pieces original ly appeared as articles in the Paris n e w s ­

pape r Liberation b e t w e e n J u n e 1987 and M a y 1997 . T h e a u t h o r m a d e several m i n o r 

changes in t u r n i n g t h e m in to b o o k f o r m a n d a ve ry few, even m o r e m i n o r rectif i­

cat ions have b e e n m a d e in p r e p a r i n g this t ransla t ion. 

T h e pub l i ca t i on i n b o o k f o r m c o n t a i n e d n o foo tno tes , s o m e o f the mate r i a l i n i ­

tially pub l i shed as such in t h e n e w s p a p e r articles hav ing b e e n res tored to t h e b o d y 

o f t h e text . T h e foo tno tes t o this t rans la t ion are therefore w i t h o u t e x c e p t i o n my 

o w n and are i n c l u d e d solely to e luc ida te po in t s tha t w o u l d have b e e n clear to a 

F r e n c h a u d i e n c e a t t h e t ime , b u t m a y be obscure to a n o n - F r e n c h a u d i e n c e today. 

C .T . 
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A I D S : V i r u l e n c e or P r o p h y l a x i s ? 

A I D S , c o m p u t e r viruses , t e r r o r i s m . . . V i r u l e n c e makes its appea rance w h e n a 

body , sys tem or n e t w o r k expels all its nega t ive e l emen t s and resolves i n t o a c o m b i ­

na tor ia l of s imple ones . In this sense, virali ty is closely re la ted to fractality a n d 

digitality. I t i s because c o m p u t e r s and e lec t ron ic m a c h i n e s have b e c o m e abs t rac­

t ions , v i r tua l m a c h i n e s , n o n - b o d i e s , tha t viruses r u n r io t i n t h e m ( they are m u c h 

m o r e vu lne rab l e t h a n t rad i t ional m e c h a n i c a l mach ines ) . I t i s because t h e b o d y 

itself has b e c o m e a n o n - b o d y , an e lec t ronic , v i r tual m a c h i n e , tha t viruses seize h o l d 

o f it. 

T h e c u r r e n t p a t h o l o g y o f t h e b o d y i s n o w b e y o n d the reach o f c o n v e n t i o n a l 

m e d i c i n e , s ince i t affects t h e b o d y n o t us form, b u t as formula. T h e b o d y of cance r 

i s t h e b o d y fallen v i c t i m to t h e d i s rup t ion o f its gene t i c fo rmula . T h e A I D S b o d y 

i s t h e b o d y d a m a g e d and i m p a i r e d in its i m m u n e systems, in its systems of cont ro ls 

a n d an t i -bod i e s . 

T h e s e n e w pa tho log ies are t h e illnesses of a codif ied, m o d e l l e d b o d y ; they are 

sicknesses o f t h e c o d e and t h e m o d e l . 

T h e h u m a n b e i n g , c o n c e i v e d as an e lec t ron ic , c y b e r n e t i c m a c h i n e , makes a 
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perfect h o m e for viruses and viral illnesses, j u s t as c o m p u t e r s p rov ide an ideal t e r ­

rain for e lec t ron ic viruses. 

H e r e again, t he re i s no effective p r e v e n t i o n or therapy; t h e metastases invade t h e 

w h o l e n e t w o r k 'v i r tual ly ' ; d e - s y m b o l i z e d m a c h i n e languages offer n o m o r e r e ­

sis tance t o v i ruses t h a n d o d e - s y m b o l i z e d b o d i e s . T h e t r ad i t i ona l m e c h a n i c a l 

acc iden t o r b r e a k d o w n had a g o o d old reparat ive m e d i c i n e to deal w i t h it, b u t t h e 

sudden failures, anomal ies and 'betrayals ' of an t i -bod ies (quite apart f rom any de l ib ­

erate ' h a c k i n g ' i n t o the i r funct ions) are b e y o n d remedy . 

Virali ty i s t h e p a t h o l o g y of c losed circui ts , of i n t eg ra t ed circuits , of p r o m i s c u i t y 

a n d cha in reac t ions . I t is a p a t h o l o g y of incest , u n d e r s t o o d in a b road , m e t a p h o r ­

ical sense. 

H e w h o lives b y t h e same wil l die b y t h e same. T h e impossibi l i ty o f e x c h a n g e , 

of reciproci ty, of al ter i ty secretes that o t h e r invisible, diabol ic , elusive alterity, tha t 

absolu te O t h e r , t h e v i rus , itself m a d e up o f s imple e l emen t s a n d o f r e c u r r e n c e t o 

infinity. 

We are in an inces tuous society. A n d t h e fact tha t A I D S f i r s t h i t t h e h o m o s e x ­

ual c o m m u n i t y and d r u g abusers has t o do w i t h this inces tuousness o f g ro u p s 

w h i c h func t ion as c losed circuits . 

In the past, h a e m o p h i l i a s t ruck a t families w i t h l o n g his tor ies of c o n s a n g u i n e 

mar r i ages , h igh ly e n d o g a m o u s l ineages. T h e s t range disease w h i c h for a l o n g t i m e 

a t tacked cypress trees was a k i n d of v i rus w h i c h was in t h e e n d a t t r i b u t e d to a 

r e d u c t i o n i n t h e t e m p e r a t u r e differential b e t w e e n s u m m e r a n d win te r , t o t h e sea­

sons c o m i n g to i n t e r m i n g l e . T h e r e again, t h e spectre o f the Self-same s t ruck . In 

every c o m p u l s i o n for resemblance , every excis ion of differences, in every case of 

th ings b e i n g c o n t i g u o u s w i t h the i r o w n images o r b e c o m i n g confused w i t h the i r 

o w n code , the re is a threa t of i nces tuous v i ru l ence , of a diabolical alterity, k n o c k ­

ing the marve l lous m a c h i n e r y o u t of kilter. In o t h e r cases, this takes t h e f o r m of the 
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r e su rgence o f t h e p r inc ip le o f Evi l ( there i s no m o r a l d i m e n s i o n o r gui l t he re : t h e 

p r inc ip l e o f Evi l i s mere ly s y n o n y m o u s w i t h t h e p r inc ip l e o f revers ion and t h e 

p r inc ip l e of adversi ty) . In systems m o v i n g towards tota l pos i t iv iza t ion — a n d h e n c e 

d e - s y m b o l i z a t i o n - evil s imply equa tes , in all its fo rms , w i t h t h e fundamen ta l ru le 

of reversibility. 

T h e u n i n t e r r u p t e d p r o d u c t i o n of pos i t iv i ty has a t e r r i fy ing c o n s e q u e n c e : i f 

negat iv i ty e n g e n d e r s crisis a n d c r i t ique , abso lu te positivity, for its par t , e n g e n d e r s 

ca tas t rophe , precisely t h r o u g h its incapac i ty to distil t he crisis. E v e r y s t ruc ture , 

sys tem or social b o d y w h i c h ferrets o u t its negat ive , cri t ical e l emen t s to expe l 

t h e m or exorc ise t h e m runs t h e risk o f a ca tas t rophe by total i m p l o s i o n a n d rever ­

sion, j u s t as every b io logica l b o d y w h i c h h u n t s d o w n and e l iminates all its g e r m s , 

bacil lae a n d parasites - in shor t , all its b io log ica l e n e m i e s - r uns t h e r isk of cance r 

or, in o t h e r w o r d s , of a posi t ivi ty d e v o u r i n g its o w n cells. I t r u n s t h e r isk of b e i n g 

d e v o u r e d b y its o w n an t i -bod ie s , w h i c h n o w have n o t h i n g t o do . 

I t i s logical that A I D S (and cancer) s h o u l d have b e c o m e t h e p r o t o t y p e s for o u r 

m o d e r n p a t h o l o g y a n d for all lethal virality. W h e n t h e b o d y i s e x p o s e d to artificial 

pros theses and, a t t h e same t ime , to g e n e t i c fantasies, its de fence systems are d i sor ­

gan ized , its b io log ica l logic des t royed . T h i s fractal body , fa ted to see its o w n 

ex te rna l func t ions mult iply, i s a t t h e same t i m e d o o m e d to u n s t o p p a b l e in t e rna l 

divis ion a m o n g its o w n cells. I t metastasizes: t h e in te rna l , b io log ica l metastases are 

in a way s y m m e t r i c a l w i t h t hose ex t e rna l metastases, t h e pros theses , t h e n e t w o r k s , 

t h e c o n n e c t i o n s . 

In an ove r -p ro t ec t ed space, t h e b o d y loses all its defences. We k n o w that in o p e r ­

a t ing theat res , t he r e is such a level of p rophylax is tha t no m i c r o b e or bac te r ia can 

survive. N o w , i t is precisely there , in that absolutely spotless space that we are seeing 

mys te r ious , a n o m a l o u s , viral diseases e m e r g i n g . Fo r viruses survive a n d prol iferate 

as soon as r o o m is m a d e for t h e m . So l o n g as t he r e w e r e m i c r o b e s , t he r e w e r e no 
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viruses . In a w o r l d c leansed of its o ld infec t ions , in an ' ideal ' clinical wor ld , an 

in tang ib le , implacab le p a t h o l o g y unfurls, a p a t h o l o g y b o r n of dis infect ion itself. 

A p a t h o l o g y of t h e th i rd k i n d . Jus t as we are up against a n e w v io l ence in o u r 

societies — a v io lence b o r n of the paradox of a permissive and pacified society, so we 

are up against n e w diseases, t h e diseases of bod ies o v e r - p r o t e c t e d by the i r artificial 

shields - b o t h med ica l and c o m p u t e r shields. Bod ie s w h i c h are, as a result , su scep ­

tible to every virus, to the m o s t 'perverse ' , u n e x p e c t e d chain react ions. A pa tho logy 

no l onge r based in accidents or a n o m i e , b u t in ' anomal ies ' . A n d i t i s t he same in t h e 

social body , w h e r e t h e same causes p r o d u c e t h e same perverse effects, t h e same 

unp red i c t ab l e dysfunct ions and a w h o l e r ange o f anomal ies a n d t e r ro r i sms , c o m ­

parable to t h e gene t ic d i s turbance of cells — a p h e n o m e n o n similarly b r o u g h t a b o u t 

by o v e r - p r o t e c t i o n a n d o v e r - c o d i n g . T h e social system, like t h e b io log ica l body , i s 

los ing its na tura l symbol i c defences in d i rec t p r o p o r t i o n to t h e increased t e c h n o ­

logical sophis t ica t ion of its pros theses . A n d m e d i c i n e is n o t g o i n g to f ind i t easy to 

deal w i t h this ent i re ly n e w pathology, s ince i t i s itself par t of t h e system of over -

p r o t e c t i o n , t h e sys tem of p ro tec t ion i s t a n d p rophylac t i c zeal towards t h e body. Just 

as there is apparent ly no political so lu t ion to the p r o b l e m of t e r ror i sm, so the re does 

n o t cu r ren t ly s e e m to be any biological so lu t ion to t h e p r o b l e m o f A I D S o r cancer. 

A n d for t h e same reason: these are a n o m a l o u s s y m p t o m s , a cer ta in type of v io l ence 

a n d ce r ta in types o f illness ar is ing f rom t h e dep ths o f t h e sys tem itself a n d c o u n ­

te r ing , w i t h reactive v io l ence o r v i ru l ence , t h e pol i t ical o v e r - c o n t r o l o f t h e social 

body, t h e b io log ica l o v e r - c o n t r o l o f the physical body. 

Yet this n e w f o r m of v i r u l e n c e i s a m b i g u o u s , a n d A I D S is an e x a m p l e of it. 

A I D S provides an a r g u m e n t for a n e w sexual p roh ib i t i on , bu t i t is no l onge r a moral 

p r o h i b i t i o n : i t is a funct ional p r o h i b i t i o n on t h e c i rcu la t ion of sex. Th i s breaks all 

t h e c o m m a n d m e n t s o f m o d e r n i t y . Sex, l ike m o n e y , like i n f o r m a t i o n , m u s t c i r cu ­

late freely. E v e r y t h i n g m u s t be fluid, a n d acce le ra t ion i s inevi tab le . To r evoke 
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sexuality on the g rounds of a viral danger is as absurd as s topp ing in te rna t iona l t rade 

on t h e g r o u n d s that i t i s fuelling the cance rous rise o f t h e dollar. No o n e ser iously 

envisages such a t h ing . N o w , at a s t roke w i t h A I D S : a s t o p p i n g of sex. A c o n t r a ­

d ic t ion in t h e system? Perhaps this suspens ion has s o m e en igma t i c p u r p o s e , l inked 

con t r ad ic to r i ly to t h e equal ly en igma t i c p u r p o s e o f sexual l ibera t ion? 

T h e s p o n t a n e o u s self-regulat ion o f systems i s s o m e t h i n g w e l l - k n o w n . W e k n o w 

h o w they p r o d u c e accidents o f the i r o w n , p u t a b rake on the i r o w n o p e r a t i o n , i n 

o r d e r to survive on a basis c o n t r a r y to the i r o w n pr inc ip les . All societies survive 

against t he i r o w n value-systems: they have to have such a system, b u t they also have 

to d e n y i t a n d ope ra t e in o p p o s i t i o n to it. N o w , we live by a t least t w o pr inc ip les : 

t h e p r inc ip l e o f sexual l ibera t ion and tha t o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d i n f o r m a t i o n . B u t 

i t i s ent i re ly as t h o u g h the species were , t h r o u g h t h e A I D S threa t , p r o d u c i n g an 

an t i do t e to its p r inc ip l e of sexual l ibera t ion , and , t h r o u g h cancer , w h i c h is a d is ­

r u p t i o n of t h e gene t i c c o d e and therefore a p a t h o l o g y of i n f o r m a t i o n , a resistance 

to t h e a l l -powerfu l p r i nc ip l e of c y b e r n e t i c con t ro l . W h a t i f all this signified a 

re jec t ion of t h e ob l iga tory flows of s p e r m , sex, signs a n d w o r d s , a re jec t ion of 

forced c o m m u n i c a t i o n , p r o g r a m m e d i n f o r m a t i o n a n d sexual p romiscu i ty? W h a t i f 

all this w e r e a vital resistance to t h e e x p a n s i o n of flows, circuits and n e t w o r k s -

admit tedly , a t t h e cost of a n e w lethal pa tho logy , b u t a p a t h o l o g y w h i c h w o u l d in 

t h e e n d p ro t ec t u s f rom s o m e t h i n g even m o r e serious? W i t h A I D S a n d cancer , w e 

m i g h t be said to be pay ing the p r i ce for o u r o w n system: we are exorc is ing its banal 

v i r u l e n c e in a fatal f o r m . 

No o n e can foretell h o w effective this exo rc i sm wil l be , b u t we have t o ask t h e 

ques t ion : w h a t is i t - w h a t even w o r s e eventua l i ty (the tota l h e g e m o n y of t h e 

gene t i c code?) - tha t cancer is resisting? W h a t is i t - w h a t even w o r s e eventua l i ty 

(a sexual e p i d e m i c , total sexual promiscui ty?) - tha t A I D S is resisting? T h e d rugs 

p r o b l e m is t h e same: all d r ama t i z ing apar t , we have to ask w h a t i t is p r o t e c t i n g us 
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from, w h a t k i n d of escape r o u t e i t represents f rom an even w o r s e evil (rational 

s tupefac t ion , n o r m a t i v e sociability, universal r e g i m e n t a t i o n ) . We m a y say t h e same 

of t e r ro r i sm: isn't its secondary, react ional , abreact ional v io l ence p r o t e c t i n g us from 

an e p i d e m i c of consensus , f rom a g r o w i n g poli t ical l eukaemia and de l iquescence , 

and t h e invisible t ransparency of t h e State? E v e r y t h i n g i s a m b i g u o u s a n d reversible. 

After all, i t is by neuros is tha t m a n pro tec t s h imse l f m o s t effectively f rom madness . 

In this sense, A I D S is n o t a p u n i s h m e n t from on h igh ; i t m i g h t r a the r be a de fen ­

sive e m o t i o n a l r eac t ion of t h e species against t h e dange r of a total promiscui ty , a 

total loss o f iden t i ty in the prol i fera t ion a n d acce lera t ion of t h e n e t w o r k s . 

I f A I D S , t e r ro r i sm , e c o n o m i c collapse and e lec t ronic viruses are c o n c e r n s n o t 

ju s t for t h e pol ice , m e d i c i n e , sc ience a n d t h e exper t s , b u t for t h e en t i re col lect ive 

i m a g i n a t i o n , this i s because t he re i s m o r e to t h e m t h a n m e r e episodic events in an 

i r rat ional wor ld . T h e y e m b o d y t h e ent i re logic o f o u r system, and are merely, so to 

speak, t h e po in t s at w h i c h that logic crystallizes spectacularly. T h e i r p o w e r is a 

p o w e r of i r rad ia t ion and the i r effect, t h r o u g h the med ia , w i t h i n the i m a g i n a t i o n , i s 

itself a viral o n e . 

T h e y are i m m a n e n t p h e n o m e n a w h i c h are all re lated to each o t h e r ; t hey o b e y 

t h e same p r o t o c o l o f v i ru l ence a n d have c o n t a m i n a t i o n effects way b e y o n d the i r 

actual impac t . For example , a single terror is t act forces us to rev iew the w h o l e po l i t ­

ical d i m e n s i o n in t h e l ight o f t h e te r ror i s t hypothes i s . T h e very e m e r g e n c e o f 

A I D S , even at a statistically l o w level, forces us to rev iew the w h o l e s p e c t r u m of dis­

eases and bod ie s in t h e l ight o f t h e viral, i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y hypothes i s . T h e tiniest 

little c o m p u t e r vi rus w h i c h degrades the Pen tagon ' s m e m o r y banks o r floods ent i re 

n e t w o r k s w i t h C h r i s t m a s gree t ings i s e n o u g h to w r e c k the credibi l i ty o f c o m p u t e r 

systems, a n d forces us to r ev iew all data w i t h an eye to possible infi l t rat ion, ca lcu­

la ted d i s in fo rma t ion , r isk and uncer ta in ty . W h i c h is no t , objectively, w i t h o u t its 

funny side. 
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Thi s i s t h e pr iv i lege o f e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a , a n d of ca tas t rophe in genera l , s ince 

all these viral processes are clearly of t h e o r d e r of ca tas t rophe (not in t h e m o r a l 

sense, b u t a s an a n o m a l o u s way of th ings t u r n i n g ou t ) . T h e secret o r d e r o f ca ta ­

s t rophe lies in t h e inseparabi l i ty of all these c o n t e m p o r a r y processes - and , also, in 

t h e affinity o f these eccent r ic p h e n o m e n a w i t h t h e banali ty o f the w h o l e system. All 

e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a are c o h e r e n t w i t h o n e a n o t h e r ; they are so because they are 

c o h e r e n t w i t h t h e w h o l e sys tem. 

T h i s m e a n s i t i s no use l o o k i n g to t h e ra t ional i ty of t h e sys tem to c o m b a t its 

excrescences . I t i s a total de lus ion to t h i n k e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a can be abol i shed. 

T h e y wil l , ra ther , b e c o m e increasingly e x t r e m e as o u r systems b e c o m e increasingly 

sophis t ica ted . A n d this i s fo r tuna te , s ince they are t h e c u t t i n g - e d g e therapy, t h e 

h o m e o p a t h i c t he rapy for those systems. P i t t i ng G o o d against Evi l no l o n g e r exists 

as a strategy. In t r anspa ren t - h o m e o s t a t i c or h o m e o f l u i d - sys tems, t h e o n l y 

r e m a i n i n g strategy i s that of Evi l against Evil : t h e strategy of t h e g rea te r evil. T h e 

on ly possible strategy is a fatal strategy. A n d this is n o t even a m a t t e r of cho i ce : we 

can see i t h a p p e n i n g before o u r eyes. T h e r e is, t h e n , a homeopathic v i r u l e n c e to 

A I D S , to s tock m a r k e t crashes, to c o m p u t e r viruses etc. S tock m a r k e t crashes, t e r ­

ro r i sm, c o m p u t e r viruses, d e b t etc . are t h e pa r t o f t h e ca tas t rophe w h i c h shows 

above t h e wa te r l ine . T h e o t h e r n i n e - t e n t h s are s u b m e r g e d i n virtuali ty. 

T h e to ta l ca tas t rophe w o u l d be a s i tua t ion in w h i c h all i n f o r m a t i o n was 

omnip re sen t , a state of total t ransparency - a state w h i c h is happi ly obscured in its 

effects by the c o m p u t e r virus. T h a n k s to that virus , we shall n o t race straight to t h e 

e n d o f i n fo rma t ion and c o m m u n i c a t i o n . T h a t w o u l d be dea th . As an excrescence o f 

this lethal transparency, the virus also serves as an a la rm signal. It is r a the r like t h e 

accelerat ion of a fluid: i t p roduces t u rbu lence and anomalies w h i c h halt its course, or 

disperse it. Chaos serves as a l imit to w h a t wou ld , o therwise , r u n off in to the absolute 

void. So e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a serve, in the i r secret disorder, as p rophylax i s -by-chaos 
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against an e x t r e m e escalation of o rde r and transparency. T h a t catastrophe, the t r ue 

catast rophe, does, thanks to t h e m , r ema in virtual . I f i t did mater ial ize, tha t w o u l d be 

the end . A n d indeed , in spite o f t h e m , we are already today seeing the b e g i n n i n g of 

the end of a certain th ink ing process. Similarly, in the case of sexual l iberat ion, we are 

already seeing the b e g i n n i n g of the e n d of a certain process ofjouissance. If total sexual 

p romiscu i ty c a m e abou t , i t is sex itself w h i c h w o u l d be abol ished in its asexual 

explos ion . I t is t he same w i t h s tock m a r k e t crashes and w i t h trade. Specula t ion as 

e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n o n , as tu rbu lence , pu ts a s top on the total e m a n c i p a t i o n of real 

t rading. By simulating the instantaneous ultra-circulat ion of value, by shor t ing ou t the 

e c o n o m i c m o d e l , i t also shorts o u t the catastrophe that the free c o m m u n i c a t i o n of all 

e xchange w o u l d represent - this total l iberat ion of t rade b e i n g the t rue catastrophic 

m o m e n t o f value. 

In t h e face of this threat of total weight lessness , of an unbea rab l e l ightness of 

be ing , a universal promiscuity, a l ineari ty of processes w h i c h w o u l d p i tch us in to the 

void , these s u d d e n w h i r l w i n d s we call ca tas t rophes are w h a t k e e p us f rom catas­

t r o p h e . T h e s e anomal ies , these e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a recreate zones o f grav i ta t ion 

and dens i ty w h i c h p reven t th ings f rom dispers ing total ly We may see this as o u r 

societies secre t ing the i r o w n par t icu lar f o r m of ' accursed share ' , like t hose t r ibes 

w h i c h r id themselves of their excess p o p u l a t i o n by suicidal p lunges in to t h e ocean -

a h o m e o p a t h i c su ic ide o f s o m e o f the i r m e m b e r s w h i c h preserved t h e h o m e o s t a ­

tic ba lance o f t h e w h o l e . 

Ca ta s t rophe reveals itself, t h e n , to be a w e l l - t e m p e r e d strategy of the species. O r , 

rather, o u r viruses, o u r e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n a — very real, bu t localized — w o u l d seem 

to enab le us to m a i n t a i n in tac t t h e e n e r g y of v i r tua l ca tas t rophe , w h i c h i s t h e 

e n g i n e d r iv ing all o u r processes - in the e c o n o m y , in poli t ics, in t h e arts a n d in h i s ­

tory. A n d isn't e n e r g y itself, in its c o n c e p t , a f o r m of catastrophe? 

1 June 1987 
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We are al l T r a n s s e x u a l s Now 

It is in te res t ing to track t h e changes in t h e sexed body, e x p o s e d as i t is today to a 

k i n d of artificial fate. A n d that artificial fate is transsexuality. An artificial fate n o t in 

t h e sense of a dev ia t ion from t h e na tura l order , b u t insofar as i t is t h e p r o d u c t of a 

c h a n g e in t h e symbol i c o r d e r o f sexual difference. A n d t ranssexual n o t (just) in t h e 

sense of ana tomica l sexual t r ans fo rmat ion , b u t in t h e w i d e r sense of t ransvest ism — 

of p lay ing on in t e rchangeab le signs o f sex, and , by cont ras t w i t h t h e p rev ious play 

on sexual difference, of playing on sexual indifference. 

Indifference in t w o senses: the transsexual is b o t h a play on non-di f ferent ia t ion (of 

the t w o poles of sexuality) and a f o r m of indifference to puissance, to sex as puissance. 

T h e sexual has puissance as its focus (jouissance is t he l e i tmot i f of sexual l ibera t ion) , 

w h e r e a s the t ranssexual t ends towards artifice - b o t h t h e ana tomica l artifice of 

c h a n g i n g sex a n d the play on ves t imentary , m o r p h o l o g i c a l and gestural signs cha r ­

acterist ic of cross-dressers. In b o t h cases - surgical or semiurgica l ope ra t i on , sign or 

o rgan - w h a t is involved is prosthet ics and today, w h e n it is t h e body ' s dest iny to 

b e c o m e a prosthesis, i t i s logical that t h e m o d e l of sexuali ty shou ld b e c o m e t rans -

sexuali ty and tha t transsexuali ty shou ld e v e r y w h e r e b e c o m e t h e site o f s educ t ion . 
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We are all t ranssexuals. Just as we are all po ten t i a l b io logica l m u t a n t s , so we are 

all also po ten t i a l transsexuals. A n d this is n o t even a m a t t e r of biology. We are all 

symbolically t ranssexuals. 

Take La C icc io l ina . 1 I s t he re any m o r e w o n d e r f u l e m b o d i m e n t o f sex, o f t h e 

p o r n o g r a p h i c i n n o c e n c e o f sex? She has b e e n cont ras ted w i t h M a d o n n a , t h e v i rg in 

p r o d u c t of aerobics a n d a glacial aesthet ic , devo id of all c h a r m and sensuality, a 

musc l ed and ro id , r i p e for precisely that reason for conver s ion i n t o a c o m p u t e r -

g e n e r a t e d idol on a c c o u n t o f t h e s t range d e t e r r e n c e she genera tes . B u t , i f we t h i n k 

a b o u t it, is n o t La Cicc io l ina also a transsexual? H e r long , p l a t i n u m - b l o n d e hair, h e r 

ample , p n e u m a t i c breasts, he r ideal b l o w - u p - d o l l forms, he r l yoph i l i z ed -ca r toon o r 

sc ience- f ic t ion e ro t ic i sm and, above all, t h e exaggera t ion of t h e sexual d iscourse 

(never perverse , neve r l iber t ine) , total t ransgress ion on a plate ; t h e ideal t e l e p h o n e 

cha t - l ine w o m a n , plus a carn ivorous erot ic ideo logy w h i c h no w o m a n today w o u l d 

sign up to — excep t , precisely, a t ranssexual , a transvesti te: t hey a lone , as we k n o w , 

live by t h e exaggera ted , ca rn ivorous signs of sexuality. H e r e , tha t f lesh ly ec top lasm 

La C icc io l ina m e e t s t h e artificial n i t rog lyce r ine o f M a d o n n a o r t h e a n d r o g y n o u s , 

Frankens t in ian c h a r m of M i c h a e l Jackson. T h e y are all mutan t s , transvestites, g e n e t ­

ically b a r o q u e be ings , w h o s e erot ic ' l o o k ' conceals the i r g e n d e r i nde t e rminacy . 

T h e y are all ' g e n d e r - b e n d e r s ' , as they say in t h e U S A . 

In reality, t h e m y t h of sexual l ibera t ion is still alive in m a n y forms , b u t , in t h e 

i m a g i n a r y register, t h e t ranssexual m y t h — w i t h its a n d r o g y n o u s , h e r m a p h r o d i t i c 

variants — is d o m i n a n t . After t h e orgy, desire and sexual difference, we have he re the 

f lourishing of erot ic s imulacra of all k inds and transsexual k i t sch in all its glory. 

P o s t m o d e r n p o r n o g r a p h y , so to speak, in w h i c h sexual i ty gets lost in t h e thea t r ica l 

1. T h e H u n g a r i a n - b o r n porn star Ilona Staller, w h o went on to become an Italian m e m b e r of 
parliament on an anti-nuclear, pro-sexual freedom platform. 
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excess of its a m b i g u i t y and indifference. T h i n g s have cer ta in ly c h a n g e d since sex 

and polit ics w e r e par t of the same subversive project : i f La Cicc io l ina can be e lec ted 

to t h e Italian Pa r l i amen t now, tha t i s precisely because t h e t ranssexual a n d t h e 

t ranspol i t ica l m e e t i n t h e same i ron i c indifference. T h i s pa r t i cu la r feat, w h i c h 

w o u l d have b e e n u n t h i n k a b l e jus t a few years ago, b u t w h i c h today m e e t s w i t h 

w a r m genera l approval , attests to t h e fact tha t i t i s n o t j u s t sexual cu l tu re , b u t t h e 

w h o l e o f t h e pol i t ical cu l tu re that has g o n e over to transvestism. 

T h e s trategy o f exo rc i z ing t h e sexual b o d y by wi ld ly exagge ra t ing t h e signs o f 

sex, of exorc iz ing desire by its secret depo la r i za t ion and t h e exaggera t ion of its mise 

en scene, is m u c h m o r e effective than that of g o o d old repression, w h i c h , by contrast , 

used p r o h i b i t i o n to create difference. Yet i t is n o t clear w h o benefits f rom this strat­

egy, as e v e r y o n e suffers i t w i t h o u t d i s t inc t ion . Th i s t ravest ied r e g i m e - in t h e 

b roades t sense — has b e c o m e t h e ve ry basis of o u r ins t i tu t ions . You find i t eve ry ­

w h e r e — in pol i t ics , a rch i tec ture , theory , i deo logy and even in sc ience . 

You even f ind i t in o u r despera te ques t for iden t i ty and difference. We no l o n g e r 

have t h e t i m e to seek o u t an iden t i ty in t h e his tor ical r ecord , in m e m o r y , in a past, 

n o r i n d e e d in a pro jec t o r a future. We have to have an ins tant m e m o r y w h i c h we 

can p l u g in to i m m e d i a t e l y - a k i n d of p r o m o t i o n a l iden t i ty w h i c h can be verif ied 

a t every m o m e n t . W h a t we l o o k for today, w h e r e the b o d y i s c o n c e r n e d , i s n o t so 

m u c h hea l th , w h i c h is a state of o rgan i c e q u i l i b r i u m , b u t fitness, w h i c h is an 

e p h e m e r a l , h y g i e n i c , p r o m o t i o n a l r a d i a n c e o f t h e b o d y - m u c h m o r e a p e r ­

f o r m a n c e t han an ideal state — w h i c h tu rns sickness in to failure. In t e r m s of fashion 

a n d appearance , w e n o l o n g e r p u r s u e b e a u t y o r seduct iveness , b u t t h e ' l o o k ' . 

E v e r y o n e i s after the i r ' l ook ' . S ince y o u can no l onge r set any store by y o u r o w n 

ex i s tence (we no l o n g e r l o o k at each o t h e r - and s e d u c t i o n is at an end!) , all tha t 

r emains is to p e r f o r m an appearing act, w i t h o u t b o t h e r i n g to be, or even to be seen. 

I t i s n o t : ' I exist, I ' m h e r e ' , b u t ' I ' m visible, I ' m image — l o o k , look! ' T h i s is n o t 
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even narcissism. It's a depthless ex t ravers ion , a k i n d of p r o m o t i o n a l i ngenuousnes s 

i n w h i c h e v e r y o n e b e c o m e s t h e impresa r io o f h i s / h e r o w n appea rance . 

T h e ' l o o k ' i s a k i n d of m i n i m a l , l o w - d e f i n i t i o n image , l ike t h e v i d e o i m a g e or, 

as M c L u h a n w o u l d say, a tactile image , w h i c h provokes n e i t h e r a t t e n t i o n n o r a d ­

m i r a t i o n , as fashion still does , b u t is a p u r e special effect w i t h o u t any par t icu lar 

m e a n i n g . T h e l o o k is n o t exact ly fashion any m o r e ; i t i s a f o r m of fashion w h i c h 

has passed b e y o n d . I t no l o n g e r subscr ibes to a logic of d i s t inc t ion a n d i t is no 

l o n g e r a play of difference; it plays at difference w i t h o u t be l i ev ing in it. It is indif­

ference. B e i n g onese l f b e c o m e s an e p h e m e r a l p e r f o r m a n c e , w i t h no lasting effects, 

a d i s e n c h a n t e d m a n n e r i s m in a w o r l d w i t h o u t m a n n e r s . 

Ret rospec t ive ly , this t r i u m p h of t h e t ranssexual a n d the travestied casts a s t range 

l ight on t h e sexual l ibera t ion of earlier genera t ions . T h a t l ibera t ion, far f rom b e i n g , 

as in its o w n self- image, the i r r u p t i o n of a m a x i m u m erot ic value of t h e b o d y — 

w i t h an e l eva t ion o f t h e f e m i n i n e a n d jouissance ( the m a s c u l i n e h a v i n g r a t h e r 

reserved for itself up to that p o i n t t h e f ie ld of p o w e r ) - wil l pe rhaps m e r e l y have 

b e e n an i n t e r m e d i a t e phase on t h e pa th t o g e n d e r confusion. T h e sexual revo lu t ion 

wil l pe rhaps mere ly have b e e n a decisive stage in t h e j o u r n e y towards t ranssexual ­

ity. T h i s is, ul t imately, t he p rob l ema t i c fate of every revo lu t ion . By releasing all t h e 

potent ia l i t ies of desire, t h e sexual r evo lu t i on leads to the basic ques t ion : am I m a n 

or w o m a n ? (psychoanalysis has at least played a par t in gene ra t ing this sexual u n c e r ­

tainty pr inc ip le ) . As for the polit ical and social revolu t ion - the p r o t o t y p e for all t he 

o the r s - by g iv ing h u m a n be ings t h e use o f the i r f r e edom a n d the i r o w n free will , 

i t wi l l have led t h e m , in an implacably logical process , to w o n d e r w h e r e the i r free 

wil l lies, w h a t they u l t imate ly w a n t and w h a t they are en t i t l ed t o e x p e c t o f t h e m ­

selves - a p r o b l e m previous ly qu i t e u n k n o w n . Th i s is the paradoxica l o u t c o m e of 

every revolu t ion . W i t h revolu t ion begins inde te rminacy , anxie ty and confusion, bu t 

m a n y o t h e r pleasures t o o : cho ice , p lura l ism, democracy . 
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B u t t h e r e s imply i s no d e m o c r a t i c p r i n c i p l e o f sexuality. Sex i s n o t pa r t o f 

h u m a n r ights and the re i s no p r inc ip l e o f t h e e m a n c i p a t i o n o f sexuality. O n c e t h e 

o rgy was over, sexual l ibe ra t ion c o u l d be seen to have h a d t h e effect o f leaving 

e v e r y o n e search ing for the i r gender , t he i r sexual a n d g e n d e r identi ty, w i t h fewer 

and fewer possible answers, g iven t h e c i rcu la t ion of signs a n d t h e mul t ip l ic i ty o f 

pleasures. Th i s i s h o w we subt ly b e c a m e transsexuals, j u s t a s we secret ly b e c a m e 

t ranspol i t ical — tha t is to say, pol i t ical ly indifferent and undi f fe ren t ia ted be ings , 

poli t ical ly a n d r o g y n o u s a n d h e r m a p h r o d i t i c . H a v i n g subsc r ibed to , d iges ted a n d 

re jec ted t h e m o s t c o n t r a d i c t o r y ideo log ies , w e n o w m e r e l y w e a r t h e masks a n d 

have b e c o m e in o u r m i n d s , pe rhaps unwi t t ing ly , pol i t ical cross-dressers. 

W h a t o t h e r th ings d o w e see s imul taneous ly ga in ing t h e u p p e r h a n d ? T e r r o r i s m 

as (transpolitical) pol i t ical f o r m , A I D S a n d cance r as pa tho log ica l f o r m , t h e t r ans ­

sexual a n d t h e travestied as sexual and aes thet ic f o r m in genera l . O n l y these fo rms 

prov ide any g e n u i n e men ta l fascination today. N e i t h e r the sexual revo lu t ion n o r t h e 

pol i t ical deba te , n e i t h e r cardiovascular disease n o r acc idents a t w o r k , n o r even 

c o n v e n t i o n a l warfare, interest a n y o n e collect ively any m o r e (this is a g o o d t h i n g 

w h e r e w a r i s c o n c e r n e d ; we shall have b e e n spared m a n y wars because t hey w o u l d 

have b e e n o f no interes t t o anyone ) . T h e t r u e phan tasms lie e l sewhere . T h e y lie i n 

these t h r e e fo rms , all o f t h e m p roduc t s o f t h e d i s tu rbance of a p r i nc ip l e of f u n c ­

t i o n i n g a n d t h e r e su l t an t c o n f u s i o n o f effects, a n d e a c h o f t h e m ( t e r r o r i s m , 

transvest ism, A I D S ) c o r r e s p o n d i n g to an exace rba t ion o f t h e pol i t ical , sexual o r 

gene t ic game , as wel l as to a defectiveness and collapse of the respective codes of the 

pol i t ical a n d sexual spheres . 

T h e y are all viral, fascinating, indifferent fo rms , forms mu l t i p l i ed by the v i r u ­

lence of images , since all t he m o d e r n m e d i a - t h e in fo rma t ion and c o m m u n i c a t i o n s 

systems - have themselves a viral p o w e r and the i r v i r u l e n c e is c o n t a g i o u s . We are 

in a cu l tu re w h e r e bod ies a n d m i n d s are i r rad ia ted by signals and images and , 
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t h o u g h that cu l tu re p r o d u c e s t h e finest effects, i t c o m e s as no surpr i se tha t i t also 

p r o d u c e s t h e m o s t le thal viruses. T h e nuc lea r i za t ion o f bodies b e g a n a t H i r o s h i m a , 

b u t i t c o n t i n u e s endemical ly , incessantly, in i r rad ia t ion by t h e med ia , by images , 

signs, p r o g r a m m e s a n d n e t w o r k s . 

14 October 1987 



N e c r o s p e c t i v e a round 
M a r t i n H e i d e g g e r 

T h e futile quar re l over H e i d e g g e r has no specific m e a n i n g w i t h i n ph i losophy. I t i s 

m e r e l y s y m p t o m a t i c o f a weakness in c u r r e n t t h i n k i n g . U n a b l e to find any n e w 

energy, phi losophica l t h o u g h t keeps g o i n g back obsessively over its or ig ins , over the 

pu r i t y of its references; it is n o w painfully reliving, in this fin de siecle p e r i o d , its o w n 

p r i m a l scene of t h e early pa r t o f t h e cen tury . M o r e generally, t h e H e i d e g g e r case i s 

s y m p t o m a t i c o f t h e collect ive v o g u e for revivals w h i c h has t aken h o l d of this soc i ­

e ty as i t beg ins its e n d - o f - c e n t u r y s tock- tak ing : a revival of Naz i sm, fascism and the 

holocaus t . T h e same t e m p t a t i o n to r e - e x a m i n e the century ' s historical p r i m a l scene 

i s a t w o r k here , a t e m p t a t i o n to ' l a u n d e r ' t h e corpses and clean up t h e his tor ical 

r ecord , b u t at t h e same t i m e the re is also in all this a perverse fascinat ion w i t h a 

r e t u r n to t h e wel lspr ings of v io l ence , a col lect ive a t t e m p t to ha l luc ina te t h e h i s to r ­

ical t r u t h o f evil . O u r p r e s e n t i m a g i n a t i o n m u s t b e w e a k i n d e e d a n d o u r 

indifference t o o u r o w n s i tua t ion and o u r o w n p h i l o s o p h i z i n g ve ry great for u s t o 

n e e d such regressive magic . 

In t h e case of H e i d e g g e r we are s u d d e n l y d i scover ing his act o f in te l lec tual 

t r eachery (if such i t was) today, even t h o u g h we have lived qu i t e happi ly w i t h i t for 
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for ty years. W e saw the same t h i n g h a p p e n w i t h M a r x and F reud . W h e n Marx i s t 

t h o u g h t lost its t r i u m p h a l aura, p e o p l e started ferret ing a b o u t in Marx ' s life and dis­

cove red that he was a b o u r g e o i s w h o slept w i t h his ma id . W h e n psychoana ly t i c 

t h o u g h t b e g a n to lose its u n c o n t e s t e d inf luence , p e o p l e b e g a n l o o k i n g i n t o Freud 's 

o w n life and p sycho logy and , inevitably, f o u n d he was sexist and pat r iarchal . N o w 

we have H e i d e g g e r accused of b e i n g a N a z i . 

T h e fact that he has b e e n so accused a n d that efforts are b e i n g m a d e to p rove his 

i n n o c e n c e i s really o f no c o n s e q u e n c e : b o t h par t ies to t h e quar re l have fallen i n t o 

t h e same p e t t y - m i n d e d in te l lec tual t rap, t h e t rap o f an e n e r v a t e d f o r m o f t h i n k i n g 

w h i c h no l o n g e r even takes p r i d e i n its o w n basic tenets , n o r has t h e e n e r g y to go 

b e y o n d t h e m , and w h i c h i s s q u a n d e r i n g w h a t e n e r g y i t still possesses in his tor ical 

trials, accusa t ions , just i f icat ions and verif icat ions. Th i s is t h e self-defence of t h e 

ph i losoph ica l w o r l d cast ing a suspicious eye on t h e d u b i o u s mora l s of its masters (if 

n o t , i n d e e d , t r amp l ing t h e m d o w n as 'mas t e r - t h inke r s ' ) . I t i s t h e self-defence of an 

ent i re socie ty w h i c h i s unab le to gene ra t e a n e w h is tory a n d i s h e n c e c o n d e m n e d 

to k e e p on r e - h a s h i n g past h i s to ry to p rove its o w n exis tence , o r even to p rove its 

o w n c r imes . 

B u t w h a t are we t ry ing to prove? I t i s because we have d isappeared today po l i t ­

ically a n d historical ly (this i s o u r real p r o b l e m ) tha t we w a n t to prove we actually 

d ied b e t w e e n 1940 a n d 1945 at A u s c h w i t z or H i r o s h i m a — tha t at least is a k i n d of 

h i s tory tha t really has s o m e w e i g h t to it. In this we are b e h a v i n g j u s t l ike t h e 

A r m e n i a n s w h o neve r s top t r y ing t o p rove they w e r e massacred i n 1917 ; an i n ­

accessible, useless proof, b u t o n e w h i c h is vital to t h e m in a way. I t is because 

p h i l o s o p h y today has d isappeared (that is its p r o b l e m : h o w can i t live on in a state 

of disappearance?) tha t i t has to p rove tha t i t was definitively c o m p r o m i s e d by 

w h a t H e i d e g g e r d id o r r e n d e r e d aphasic by A u s c h w i t z . W h a t i s h a p p e n i n g , t h e n , 

is a despera te a t t e m p t to sna tch a p o s t h u m o u s t r u t h from history, a p o s t h u m o u s 
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e x c u l p a t i o n — and this a t a m o m e n t w h e n the re is precisely n o t e n o u g h t ru th 

a r o u n d to a l low us to arr ive a t any sor t o f ver i f icat ion, n o r e n o u g h p h i l o s o p h y to 

g r o u n d any re la t ion w h a t e v e r b e t w e e n t h e o r y a n d pract ice , n o r e n o u g h h i s to ry t o 

p r o d u c e any k i n d o f his tor ical p r o o f o f w h a t h a p p e n e d . 

We t e n d all t o o easily to forget that o u r reality c o m e s to us t h r o u g h t h e m e d i a , 

t h e t ragic events of t h e past i nc luded . T h i s m e a n s tha t i t i s t o o late to verify a n d 

u n d e r s t a n d t h e m historically, for precisely w h a t character izes o u r cen tu ry ' s e n d i s 

t h e fact that the tools of historical intell igibili ty have disappeared. H i s t o r y h a d to be 

u n d e r s t o o d w h i l e t he r e still was history. H e i d e g g e r shou ld have b e e n d e n o u n c e d 

(or de fended) w h i l e the re still was t ime . A trial can on ly be c o n d u c t e d w h e n the re 

i s s o m e way for ju s t i ce to be d o n e afterwards. I t i s t o o late n o w ; we have b e e n 

m o v e d on to o t h e r th ings , a s we saw w h e n Holocaust was s h o w n on te levis ion, a n d 

even w h e n Shoah was screened. T h o s e p h e n o m e n a were no t u n d e r s t o o d a t the t ime 

w h e n w e still had t h e m e a n s t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e m . T h e y wil l n o t b e u n d e r s t o o d 

now. T h i s is so because such fundamen ta l n o t i o n s as responsibili ty, objec t ive cause 

a n d the m e a n i n g (or n o n - m e a n i n g ) o f h i s to ry have already d isappeared o r are d is ­

appea r ing . T h e effects o f m o r a l consc ience , o r col lect ive consc ience , are ent i re ly 

med ia effects, and y o u can see from the ex t raord inary therapeut ic effort b e i n g m a d e 

to resusci tate that consc i ence h o w little life is left in it. 

W e shall neve r k n o w w h e t h e r N a z i s m , t h e c o n c e n t r a t i o n camps o r H i r o s h i m a 

w e r e in te l l ig ib le o r n o t . W e are n o l o n g e r i n t h e same m e n t a l un ive r se . T h e 

reversibil i ty o f v i c t i m a n d v ic t imizer , t h e diffraction and dissolut ion o f respons ib i l ­

ity - these are t h e v i r tues of o u r marve l lous interface today. We no l o n g e r have t h e 

s t reng th to forget; o u r amnes ia i s t h e amnes ia o f images . Amnes t i e s s e e m i m p o s ­

sible: s ince e v e r y o n e i s guilty, w h o c o u l d declare one? As for autopsies , no o n e 

believes in t h e ana tomica l veraci ty o f facts any m o r e . We w o r k on m o d e l s . E v e n i f 

t h e facts w e r e the re s tar ing us in the face, we w o u l d n o t be c o n v i n c e d . 
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T h u s t h e m o r e we have p o r e d over N a z i s m a n d t h e gas c h a m b e r s i n an effort t o 

analyse those th ings , t h e less intel l igible t hey have b e c o m e , a n d we have in t h e e n d 

ar r ived qu i t e logically a t t he i m p r o b a b l e ques t ion : ' W h e n i t c o m e s d o w n to it, d id 

all these things really exist?' T h e ques t ion m a y be s tupid or mora l ly indefensible, b u t 

w h a t is in te res t ing is w h a t makes i t logical ly possible to ask it. A n d w h a t makes i t 

possible is t h e way t h e m e d i a have subs t i tu ted themselves for events , ideas and h i s ­

tory. T h i s m e a n s tha t the l o n g e r y o u e x a m i n e these p h e n o m e n a , t h e m o r e y o u 

mas te r all t h e details to identify the i r causes, t h e m o r e the i r ex is tence fades a n d t h e 

m o r e t hey c o m e to have n o t exis ted a t all: a confus ion over t h e iden t i ty of th ings 

i n d u c e d by t h e ve ry act o f invest igat ing a n d m e m o r i z i n g t h e m . An indifference o f 

m e m o r y , an indifference to h i s to ry tha t i s exact ly equal to t h e ve ry efforts m a d e to 

objectify it. O n e day we shall ask ourselves i f H e i d e g g e r h imse l f really existed. 

Faurisson's p a r a d o x 2 may s e e m a b o m i n a b l e - and , insofar as he claims tha t t h e gas 

c h a m b e r s d id n o t exist historically, it is a b o m i n a b l e - b u t in a sense it exact ly 

expresses t h e s i tua t ion of an en t i re cu l tu re : t h e d e a d - e n d that o u r fin-de-siecle soc i ­

e ty has g o t itself in to , fascinated as i t i s to t h e p o i n t of d is t ract ion by t h e h o r r o r of 

its o w n o r ig ins . S ince i t i s imposs ib le to forget t hose or ig ins , t h e on ly way o u t is 

denial . 

If p r o o f is futile he re , as t he r e is no his tor ica l d iscourse in w h i c h to c o n d u c t a 

trial, p u n i s h m e n t is also impossible. N o t h i n g can a tone for Auschwi t z and the h o l o ­

caust. T h e r e i s no possible way o f f i t t ing t h e p u n i s h m e n t to t h e c r i m e , and t h e 

unreal i ty of a possible p u n i s h m e n t makes the facts themselves s e e m unreal . W h a t we 

are l iv ing t h r o u g h has n o t h i n g to do w i t h all this. W h a t i s h a p p e n i n g r i gh t now, 

collectively, confusedly, in all these trials a n d po l emics is t h e t rans i t ion f rom t h e 

2. R o b e r t Faurisson, formerly a professor at the University of Lyon is the most p rominent of 
France's 'revisionist' historians. 
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phase o f h i s to ry to a phase o f m y t h . We are see ing the m y t h i c r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , t h e 

m e d i a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , of all these events . A n d in a sense this m y t h i c conve r s ion is 

t h e on ly o p e r a t i o n w h i c h can, i f n o t pe rhaps mora l ly excu lpa te us, a t least absolve 

us in fantasy of responsibility for this or ig ina l c r ime . B u t before this process can take 

place, before a c r i m e can b e c o m e a m y t h , t h e c r i m e has first to be divested of its 

h is tor ical reality. O t h e r w i s e , s ince we have b e e n , and still are, unab le to c o m e to 

t e r m s his tor ical ly w i t h all these th ings - fascism, c o n c e n t r a t i o n camps , t h e h o l o ­

caust - we w o u l d be c o n d e m n e d to r epea t t h e m eternal ly as a p r i m a l scene . 

I t i s n o t nos ta lg ia for fascism w h i c h is d a n g e r o u s . W h a t i s d a n g e r o u s a n d l a m ­

entable is this pa tho log ica l revival of t h e past, in w h i c h eve ryone — b o t h those w h o 

d e n y a n d t h o s e w h o assert t h e reali ty o f t h e gas c h a m b e r s , b o t h H e i d e g g e r ' s c r i t ­

ics a n d his s u p p o r t e r s - is c u r r e n t l y pa r t i c ipa t ing ( indeed vi r tual ly c o n n i v i n g ) , this 

col lec t ive h a l l u c i n a t i o n w h i c h transfers t h e p o w e r o f i m a g i n a t i o n tha t i s l a ck ing 

f rom o u r o w n p e r i o d , and all t h e b u r d e n o f v i o l e n c e a n d reali ty w h i c h has t oday 

b e c o m e m e r e l y illusory, b a c k to tha t ear l ier p e r i o d in a sor t o f c o m p u l s i o n to 

relive its history, a c o m p u l s i o n a c c o m p a n i e d by a p r o f o u n d sense of gui l t at n o t 

hav ing b e e n there . All this is a despera te e m o t i o n a l response to t h e real izat ion that 

t h e e v e n t s i n q u e s t i o n are c u r r e n t l y e l u d i n g u s a t t h e level o f reali ty. T h e 

H e i d e g g e r affair, t h e Barb ie trial e tc . are t h e p a t h e t i c little convu l s ions p r o d u c e d 

by t h e loss of real i ty tha t afflicts us today, a n d Faurisson 's p r o p o s i t i o n s are s imply 

t h e cynica l t r anspos i t ion o f tha t loss o f reali ty i n t o t h e past . Faur isson 's ' n o n e o f 

this ever ex is ted ' qu i t e s imply m e a n s tha t w e d o n o t even exist e n o u g h today t o 

sustain a m e m o r y , a n d tha t all tha t r ema ins to give us a sense of b e i n g alive are t h e 

t e c h n i q u e s o f ha l luc ina t ion . 

Postscr ipt : in v i e w of all this , c o u l d we n o t j u s t skip t h e rest of t h e cen tu ry? I 

i n t e n d to l a u n c h a collect ive pe t i t i on ( w h i c h wil l m a k e a c h a n g e f rom t h e usual 

h u m a n i t a r i a n or presidential pet i t ions) cal l ing for t h e 1990s to be cancel led, so that 
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we can m o v e direct ly f rom 1989 to t h e year 2 0 0 0 . As t h e fin-de-siecle has already 

arr ived, w i t h all its nec rocu l tu ra l pa thos , its endless l amen ta t ions , c o m m e m o r a t i o n s 

and m u m m i f i c a t i o n s , do we really have to spend a n o t h e r t e n b o r i n g years on this 

same o ld t readmil l? 

27 January 1988 



In P r a i s e of a V i r t u a l Crash 

T h e in te res t ing e l e m e n t i n t h e t r a g i c o m e d y o n t h e s tock e x c h a n g e s i n r e c e n t 

m o n t h s is t h e u n c e r t a i n t y as to w h e t h e r a ca tas t rophe has o c c u r r e d . Has the re b e e n 

a ' real ' ca tas t rophe? Wi l l t he r e be one? T h e answer is: t h e ca tas t rophe is a v i r tua l 

o n e , and the re wi l l be no real ca tas t rophe because we live u n d e r the sign o f v i r tua l 

ca tas t rophe. Th i s is c o n n e c t e d w i t h a state of affairs w h i c h was s h o w n up s t r ik ingly 

here : the discrepancy b e t w e e n t h e fictional e c o n o m y and the real e conomy . I t is this 

d iscrepancy w h i c h pro tec ts us f rom a real ca tas t rophe of t h e p roduc t ive e c o n o m i e s . 

Is this a g o o d or a b a d th ing? It is exact ly t h e same as t h e d i sc repancy b e t w e e n 

orbi ta l w a r and land wars . L a n d wars go on e v e r y w h e r e , b u t nuc lea r w a r has n o t 

b r o k e n o u t . I f t h e t w o w e r e n o t d i s c o n n e c t e d , t h e nuc lea r conf ron ta t ion w o u l d 

have e r u p t e d l o n g since. We are d o m i n a t e d by b o m b s a n d vi r tua l ca tas t rophes 

w h i c h do n o t e x p l o d e : t h e i n t e rna t iona l s tock m a r k e t crash (this has n o t really 

even tua t ed a n d i t wil l no t ) , nuc lea r war , t h e t h i r d - w o r l d debt , and even t h e d e m o ­

graphic t i m e - b o m b . O n e cou ld , o f course , a rgue that all these things wil l inevi tably 

b l o w up in o u r faces o n e day, j u s t as t he r e has l o n g b e e n a p r e d i c t i o n that , w i t h i n 

t h e n e x t fifty years, an e a r t h q u a k e will surely see Cal i fornia slide i n t o t h e Pacific. 

-
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B u t the facts are clear: we are in the s i tuat ion w h e r e the ca tas t rophe does n o t e v e n ­

tuate , in a s i tua t ion of vi r tual ca tas t rophe — eternally v i r tua l ca tas t rophe . 

Th i s is h o w th ings are for us; i t is t h e on ly reality object ively facing us: a wi ld , 

orbi tal r o u n d - d a n c e o f capital w h i c h , w h e n i t breaks d o w n , p r o d u c e s n o subs tan ­

tial d i sequ i l ib r ium in real e c o n o m i e s (unlike the 1929 Crash , w h e n t h e fictional and 

t h e real e c o n o m i e s w e r e by no m e a n s as d i s c o n n e c t e d , and , as a result , t h e ca ta ­

s t rophe w i t h i n t h e o n e had an impac t on the o t h e r ) , e i ther because real e c o n o m i e s 

are themselves so speculative that they absorb m o r e easily today w h a t they cou ld n o t 

absorb in 1929 , or because t h e sphere of vir tual capital has b e c o m e so a u t o n o m o u s , 

so orbi ta l ized , that i t can in s o m e cases prol i ferate — or even d e v o u r itself — w i t h ­

o u t l eav ing any trace. I t does , however , leave a t least o n e ca tas t rophic t race: t h e 

crash tha t has o c c u r r e d has b e e n n o t so m u c h in t h e e c o n o m y as in e c o n o m i c 

theory , w h i c h is n o w at a to ta l loss be fore this exp los ion of its ob jec t . F o r e v e r y ­

t h i n g has b e c o m e a p r o b l e m of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . In the orbi ta l sphere of capital , 

the re i s wonder fu l ly g o o d c o m m u n i c a t i o n (the perverse c o m p u t e r s a n d t h e ' go lden 

boys ' , w h o are themselves h u m a n c o m p u t i n g mach ines ) . T h i s i s the reason w h y i t 

i s in a p e r m a n e n t l y ca tas t rophic state: t h e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s are t o o g o o d . On t h e 

o t h e r h a n d , b e t w e e n the t w o spheres (of the v i r tua l and t h e real), t he r e i s no 

l o n g e r any c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Fo r tuna t e ly or o t h e r w i s e . For i t i s this b reak b e t w e e n 

the t w o , this loss of a referent on t h e par t of t h e v i r tua l e c o n o m y , w h i c h enables i t 

to p r o d u c e p r o d i g i o u s effects, b u t i t i s also this w h i c h pro tec t s t h e real e c o n o m y 

from t h e catas t rophes w h i c h m a y o c c u r in the o t h e r sphere . W o u l d i t be be t t e r i f 

t h e real e c o n o m y b e c a m e t h e referent a n d c r i t e r i o n for t h e fictional e c o n o m y 

(every economis t ' s d ream)? T h e r e is little i nd ica t ion that i t w o u l d , and in any case 

it is u n t h i n k a b l e . 

Tradi t ional theor is ts of war m u s t be equal ly at a loss before t h e exp los ion of the i r 

ob jec t o f study. For, paradoxically, i t isn't t h e b o m b w h i c h has e x p l o d e d , b u t t h e 
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war-ob jec t , w h i c h has exp loded in to t w o separate parts - a total, virtual war in orbi t 

and mu l t i p l e real wars o n t h e g r o u n d . T h e t w o have n e i t h e r t h e same d i m e n s i o n s 

n o r t h e same rules , j u s t a s t h e vir tual e c o n o m y a n d t h e real e c o n o m y do n o t have 

t h e same d i m e n s i o n s or the same rules . We shall have to ge t used to this vir tual ly 

definit ive divis ion, a c c u s t o m ourselves to a w o r l d d o m i n a t e d by this discrepancy. 

T h e r e was, admit tedly , a crisis in 1929 , a n d an exp los ion a t H i r o s h i m a , a n d h e n c e 

the re was a m o m e n t w h e n these t w o wor lds explosively c o n t a m i n a t e d each o the r , 

a m o m e n t w h e n t h e e c o n o m i c s lump a n d nuc lear warfare w e r e real, b u t we shou ld 

n o t be mis led by this as to w h a t was to follow. Capi ta l has n o t l u r c h e d f rom o n e 

crisis to ano the r , each w o r s e than t h e last (as M a r x a rgued i t w o u l d ) , n o r have we 

l u r c h e d f rom o n e w a r t o ano the r . T h e even t t o o k place o n c e and tha t i s all. W h a t 

c a m e after was s o m e t h i n g qu i t e different: i t was the hyper- rea l iza t ion of b ig f inance 

capital, t h e hyper - rea l i za t ion o f overkil l capacity, b o t h orbi ta l ized above o u r heads 

on a cou r se qu i te b e y o n d o u r grasp, and a course w h i c h is, fortunately, also b e y o n d 

the grasp of reality itself. H y p e r - r e a l i z e d w a r a n d hyper - rea l ized m o n e y circulate in 

an inaccessible space, b u t in d o i n g so t h e y leave t h e w o r l d j u s t as i t is. In t h e end , 

t h e e c o n o m i e s c o n t i n u e to p r o d u c e , w h e r e a s t h e tiniest logical c o n s e q u e n c e o f t h e 

f l u c t u a t i o n s i n t h e fictional e c o n o m y w o u l d l o n g ago have sufficed t o w i p e t h e m 

o u t (let us n o t forget that in t h e daily figures for i n t e rna t i ona l t rade , on ly 100 b i l ­

l ion dollars goes on c o m m e r c i a l t ransact ions , w h i l e capital m o v e m e n t s s tand a t 9 0 0 

bi l l ion) . T h e w o r l d con t inues t o exist, even t h o u g h o n e t h o u s a n d t h o f t h e available 

nuc lear p o w e r w o u l d have b e e n e n o u g h to annihi la te it; t he T h i r d W o r l d - and the 

o t h e r — survive even t h o u g h t h e slightest inc l ina t ion to m e e t its deb t w o u l d already 

have w i p e d i t f rom t h e m a p . Instead, tha t d e b t has b e g u n to p u t itself i n t o orbi t ; i t 

i s b e g i n n i n g to circulate f rom o n e b a n k to ano the r , o n e c o u n t r y to ano the r , each 

b u y i n g i t back from t h e o the r s . In this w a y i t wil l eventual ly be fo rgo t t en , as i t is 

sent i n t o o rb i t w i t h nuc lear waste and a grea t m a n y o t h e r th ings . 
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W h e n t h e deb t b e c o m e s t o o b u r d e n s o m e we expel i t i n to a vi r tual space, w h e r e 

i t appears as a ca tas t rophe frozen in orbi t . T h e deb t b e c o m e s a satellite of t h e ear th , 

j u s t as w a r has b e c o m e a satellite of t h e ea r th , j u s t as the bi l l ions of dollars of 

speculat ive capital have b e c o m e a satel l i te-heap, revo lv ing endlessly a r o u n d t h e 

p lane t . A n d i t is, no d o u b t , b e t t e r tha t i t s h o u l d be that way. W h i l e they are 

revolv ing - and even if they e x p l o d e in space (as the bil l ions ' lost ' in t h e 1987 crash 

did) - t he w o r l d i s n o t c h a n g e d by t h e m , a n d this i s t h e best we can h o p e for. T h e 

' ra t iona l ' h o p e of r econc i l i ng t h e fictional a n d real e c o n o m i e s i s ent i re ly Utopian: 

these bi l l ions of dollars exist on ly vir tual ly; they c a n n o t be t ransposed i n t o t h e real 

e c o n o m y . A n d a g o o d t h i n g t oo , for i f t h e y c o u l d by s o m e mirac le be re - in jec ted 

i n t o t h e p r o d u c t i o n e c o n o m i e s , tha t w o u l d spell real catastrophe. Similarly, we def­

initely shou ld n o t t ry to r e - c o n n e c t t h e t w o separate spheres of warfare: let us leave 

v i r tua l w a r in orbi t , s ince tha t is w h e r e i t p ro tec t s us. In its ve ry abs t rac t ion , its 

m o n s t r o u s eccentr ic i ty , t he nuc lea r i s o u r bes t p ro t ec t i on . A n d let us ge t used to 

l iving in t h e shade of these m o n s t r o u s excrescences : t h e orbital b o m b , financial 

specula t ion , t h e w o r l d debt , o v e r - p o p u l a t i o n (for w h i c h no orbi ta l so lu t ion has yet 

b e e n f o u n d — pe rhaps he re again i t will lie in t h e eccen t r i c mob i l i za t ion a n d c i r ­

cula t ion of the excess). As they are, they exorc ize themselves in the i r excess, in the i r 

ve ry hyperreal i ty , and , after a fashion, leave t h e w o r l d intact , leave i t free of its 

doub l e . 

T h e e n d of poli t ical e c o n o m y is a t h i n g we d r e a m e d of w i t h M a r x . I t was a 

d r e a m in w h i c h classes d ied o u t and the social sphere b e c a m e t ransparent , in acco r ­

d a n c e w i t h an ine luc tab le logic o f t h e crisis o f capital . T h e n we d r e a m e d t h e 

d r e a m against M a r x himself, d i savowing t h e postula tes of e c o n o m i c s . A radical 

al ternat ive this, d e n y i n g any p r i m a c y to t h e e c o n o m i c or polit ical spheres in first or 

last ins tance: poli t ical e c o n o m y qu i t e s imply abo l i shed as e p i p h e n o m e n o n , v a n ­

qu i shed by its o w n s i m u l a c r u m and by a h i g h e r logic . We no l o n g e r even n e e d to 
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d r e a m of that e n d today. Political e c o n o m y is d i sappear ing by its o w n h a n d before 

o u r very eyes; i t is t u r n i n g in to a t r anseconomics of speculat ion and flouting its o w n 

logic ( the law of value, o f the marke t , p r o d u c t i o n , surp lus-va lue , t h e ve ry logic o f 

capital), as it develops in to a g a m e w i t h floating, arbi t rary rules , a jeu de catastrophe. 

Polit ical e c o n o m y wil l have c o m e to an e n d , b u t n o t a t all as we e x p e c t e d i t to - i t 

will have e n d e d by b e c o m i n g exace rba ted to t h e p o i n t o f parody. Specu la t ion i s no 

l onge r surp lus -va lue ; i t i s t h e ecstasy of value, w i t h o u t reference to p r o d u c t i o n or 

its real c o n d i t i o n s . I t i s t h e p u r e and e m p t y fo rm , the e x p u r g a t e d f o r m of value, 

w h i c h plays n o w on its o w n orbi ta l c i rcu la t ion a n d revo lu t ion a lone . I t i s by des ta ­

bil izing itself monstrously, ironically, as i t were , tha t political e c o n o m y shor t -c i rcui t s 

every a l ternat ive. Fo r w h a t can y o u set against such an u p p i n g of the stakes, w h i c h 

in its o w n way takes over t h e e n e r g y of po t l a t ch , o f poker , o f the cha l lenge to its 

o w n logic , and represents , as i t were , t h e t rans i t ion to t h e aesthet ic and frenzied 

phase of t h e e c o n o m y — a way of p u t t i n g an e n d to the e c o n o m y tha t i s t h e m o s t 

singular in style, u l t imate ly m o r e or ig ina l than o u r political Utopias? Faced w i t h this 

da nge rous leap, can t h e o r y m a k e a d o u b l e leap to ma in t a in its advantage? 

2 March 1988 



The V i ra l Economy 

A I D S , the s tock marke t crash (followed by the d a w n raiders and a s t r ing of takeover 

bids), c o m p u t e r viruses - we are hav ing m o r e t h a n o u r fair share o f ' s u p e r c o n d u c ­

t ive ' events . M o r e t han o u r fair share o f these s u d d e n i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l ravages 

w h i c h no l o n g e r affect states, ind iv idua ls o r ins t i tu t ions , b u t en t i r e s t ruc tu res , 

s t ruc tures r u n n i n g r igh t across society: sex, m o n e y , i n f o r m a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i c a ­

t ions . 

T h e t h r ee th ings are n o t i n t e r changeab l e , b u t t he r e i s a family r e s e m b l a n c e 

b e t w e e n t h e m . A I D S i s a k i n d o f collapse o f t h e sexual marke t , and we o u g h t n o t 

to forget that c o m p u t e r s , themselves affected w i t h a k ind of A I D S today, played a 

' v i ru l en t ' role i n t h e Wall Street Crash . B u t t h e ga l lop ing c o n t a m i n a t i o n o f c o m ­

pu te r s c o u l d also be seen as akin to a devasta t ing fall in t h e s tock of c o m p u t i n g . 

C o n t a g i o n is n o t me re ly active within each system; it opera tes between systems. 

All these d e v e l o p m e n t s have a g e n e r i c p a t t e r n to t h e m : t h e p a t t e r n of catas­

t rophe . Admit tedly , signs of this v i ru l ence and d i s rup t ion have l o n g b e e n present in 

each of these systems: A I D S i s n o w e n d e m i c ; financial collapse, pref igured in t h e 

f amous Wall Street Crash of 1929 , is always a risk if pan ic sets in on t h e marke t s ; 
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a n d h a c k i n g (and serial e lec t ron ic accidents) go b a c k a t least t w e n t y years. B u t t h e 

fact of all these e n d e m i c fo rms a p p e a r i n g t o g e t h e r - a n d b e i n g a lmos t s imu l t an ­

eous ly r a t c h e t e d up to a v i ru l en t state, a state of ga l lop ing a n o m a l y - creates an 

entirely or iginal , exci t ing si tuat ion. T h e effects are n o t necessarily of the same order 

in t h e col lect ive consciousness : A I D S m a y be e x p e r i e n c e d as a real ca tas t rophe; t h e 

s tock m a r k e t crash, by contras t , seems a jeu de catastrophe, and as for t h e c o m p u t e r 

v i rus , t ha t is, admit tedly , d ramat ic in its v i r tua l c o n s e q u e n c e s , b u t a t t h e same t i m e 

it is hi lar iously i ronic . It is, in a sense, a catastrophic parody. T h e c o n t a g i o n of c o m ­

p u t e r viruses is also the c o n t a g i o n of l augh te r ( laughter is a f o r m of c o n t a g i o n b o r n 

of the catastrophic collapse of the real — even an infinitesimally t iny collapse; l a u g h ­

ter i s a h o m e o p a t h i c ca tas t rophe) . A n d the sudden e p i d e m i c w h i c h is s t r ik ing 

d o w n c o m p u t e r s , des t roying the i r defence and i m m u n e systems, can be a source o f 

just i f ied re jo ic ing — at least in t h e i m a g i n a t i o n ( t h o u g h n o t for t h e professionals 

c o n c e r n e d ) . 

To these var ious aspects of a single eccen t r i c cluster of p h e n o m e n a , I shall add 

t w o very different th ings , t h o u g h they inevi tably p u t us in m i n d o f t h e same m e c h ­

anisms. T h e first i s art , w h i c h i s e v e r y w h e r e bese t by ques t i ons of fa l sehood , 

authent ic i ty , copy ing , c l o n i n g and s imula t ion ( there is a posi t ive c o n t a g i o n here , 

destabi l iz ing aesthet ic values, w h i c h are also los ing the i r i m m u n e defences) and 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y by a m a d , specu la t ive u p w a r d spiral o f p r i ce s ( t h o u g h t h e ar t 

' m a r k e t ' is no l o n g e r a marke t , b u t a centr i fugal prol i ferat ion of value, in every way 

equ iva len t to t h e s econda ry infect ions of a b o d y i r radia ted by lucre) . 

T h e s e c o n d p h e n o m e n o n i s a pol i t ical o n e : t e r ro r i sm. N o t h i n g m o r e resembles 

the cha in reac t ion o f t e r r o r i s m in o u r i r rad ia ted societies ( i r radiated by w h a t ? By 

superfusion o f happiness , security, i n f o r m a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n ; by t h e d is in­

t eg ra t ion of core symbols , f undamen ta l rules, social contracts? — w h o knows?) than 

the cha in reac t ion o f A I D S , the d a w n raiders, o r the hackers . A n d t h e c o n t a g i o n o f 
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t e r r o r i s m is as loca l ly-conf ined , e p h e m e r a l , e n i g m a t i c a n d irrepressible as t h e c o n ­

t ag ion of all these p h e n o m e n a . H o s t a g e - t a k i n g is con t ag ious t o o : w h e n a software 

e n g i n e e r pu t s a 'soft b o m b ' i n t o t h e p r o g r a m m e , us ing t h e possible de s t ruc t i on o f 

that p r o g r a m m e as a m e a n s of e x e r t i n g pressure, w h a t i s he d o i n g b u t t ak ing t h e 

p r o g r a m m e and all its future users hostage? A n d w h a t do d a w n raiders do b u t take -

a n d h o l d — c o m p a n i e s hos tage , specu la t ing on the i r dea th o r r e su r r ec t i on on t h e 

s tock marke t? We m a y say, t h e n , tha t all t h e effects desc r ibed ope ra t e on t h e same 

m o d e l as t e r r o r i s m (hostages have a m a r k e t p r i ce like shares or pa int ings) , w i t h the 

same D u t c h auc t i on g o i n g on , t h e same unpredic tabi l i ty , t he same destabi l izat ion 

a n d c h a i n - r e a c t i o n effects. B u t we c o u l d j u s t a s wel l see t e r r o r i s m on t h e m o d e l o f 

A I D S , c o m p u t e r viruses o r host i le t akeover bids: n o n e o f these p h e n o m e n a takes 

p r e c e d e n c e over the o thers ; there is no process of cause and effect here ; i t is a single 

cons te l la t ion o f collusive, c o n t e m p o r a r y p h e n o m e n a . 

T h e s tock m a r k e t crash f inds a c o n t i n u a t i o n in t h e takeover frenzy. I t i s no 

l o n g e r s tocks and shares b e i n g b o u g h t , b u t c o m p a n i e s b e i n g b o u g h t up . A vir tual 

effervescence i s created, w i t h a po ten t i a l i m p a c t on e c o n o m i c r e s t ruc tu r ing w h i c h , 

in spite of w h a t is said, is pure ly speculat ive. T h e h o p e is that this enforced c i rcula­

t ion will p r o d u c e a broker 's c o m m i s s i o n — exact ly as on the S tock E x c h a n g e . N o t 

even an object ive profit exactly: t h e profit f rom specula t ion is n o t exactly su rp lus -

value, and w h a t is at stake he re is cer ta inly n o t w h a t is at stake in classical capitalism. 

Specula t ion, like poke r or roulet te , has its o w n runaway logic, a cha in- reac t ion logic, 

a process of intensif icat ion [Steigerung], in w h i c h t h e thr i l l of the g a m e a n d of b i d ­

d i n g up t h e stakes plays a cons iderable role. Th i s is w h y there is no p o i n t cr i t ic iz ing 

i t on t h e basis of e c o n o m i c logic (this i s w h a t makes these p h e n o m e n a so exci t ing: 

t h e e c o n o m i c b e i n g over taken by a r a n d o m , ve r t ig inous fo rm) . 

T h e g a m e i s such as to b e c o m e suicidal: b ig compan ie s e n d up b u y i n g back the i r 

o w n shares, w h i c h i s nonsensical f rom t h e e c o n o m i c p o i n t o f v i ew: they e n d up 
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m o u n t i n g takeover bids for themselves! B u t this is all par t of t h e same madness . In 

t h e case of takeovers , c o m p a n i e s are n o t t r aded - do n o t c i rculate - as real capital , 

as uni ts of p r o d u c t i o n ; they are t r aded as a quan t i t y of shares, as a m e r e probabi l i ty 

of p r o d u c t i o n , w h i c h i s e n o u g h to create a vi r tual m o v e m e n t w i t h i n t h e e c o n o m y . 

T h a t this wil l be a p r e lude to o t h e r crashes is h igh ly probable , for t h e same reasons 

as apply in the case of stocks and shares: things are circulat ing t o o quickly. We m i g h t 

i m a g i n e l a b o u r itself - l abour p o w e r — m o v i n g i n t o this speculat ive o rb i t t oo . T h e 

w o r k e r w o u l d no l o n g e r sell his l abou r p o w e r for a wage , as in the classic capi ta l ­

ist process, b u t sell his j o b itself, his e m p l o y m e n t . A n d he w o u l d b u y o the r s and sell 

t h e m on again, a s the i r s tock w e n t up o r d o w n on t h e L a b o u r E x c h a n g e ( the t e r m 

w o u l d t h e n assume its full m e a n i n g ) . I t w o u l d n o t be so m u c h a q u e s t i o n of d o i n g 

t h e j o b s as k e e p i n g t h e m ci rcula t ing, c rea t ing a v i r tua l m o v e m e n t of e m p l o y m e n t 

w h i c h subs t i tu ted for t h e real m o v e m e n t o f labour . 

S c i e n c e f ict ion? Hardly . I n f o r m a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n are based on t h e 

p r i n c i p l e o f a va lue w h i c h has ceased to be referential a n d i s n o w based on p u r e 

c i rcu la t ion . P u r e a d d e d - v a l u e — a d d e d by d in t o f t h e message , t h e m e a n i n g pass­

i n g f rom i m a g e t o i m a g e a n d s c r e e n t o s c r e e n . T h i s i s n o l o n g e r even t h e 

su rp lus -va lue a n d e x c h a n g e - v a l u e o f t h e c o m m o d i t y ( w h i c h does , h o w e v e r , a n ­

t ic ipate this process) . T h a t is based in p r i n c i p l e on a use -va lue a n d h e n c e still 

be longs to the sphere o f the e c o n o m y . H e r e the re i s no l onge r any e x c h a n g e p r o p ­

erly speak ing : we are in t h e rea lm o f p u r e c i rcu la t ion and cha in reac t ions t h r o u g h 

t h e n e t w o r k s : a w h o l e n e w def in i t ion o f va lue as s o m e t h i n g p u r e l y cen t r i fuga l , 

l i nked t o p u r e s p e e d a n d in tens i f ied e x c h a n g e . T h i s i s largely w h a t we see i n t h e 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n s and i n f o r m a t i o n field - a field of v i r tua l i ty ; o p e r a t i o n a l , b u t 

neve r opera t ive . 

B u t this ' t r a n s e c o n o m i c ' m o d e l of value already exists in a sense in p r imi t ive c u l ­

tures. Fo r e x a m p l e , kula is a cycle of g i f t - exchange in w h i c h t h e gifts acqui re 
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increas ing value t h e m o r e t hey have b e e n g iven a n d rece ived . 3 T h e y can even 

r e t u r n t o t h e s tar t ing p o i n t w i t h o u t hav ing changed , b u t w i t h the i r value e n h a n c e d 

a h u n d r e d f o l d (isn't i t t he same on today's art marke t? ) . T h e m e r e fact of passing 

f rom o n e p e r s o n to a n o t h e r creates a k i n d of symbol i c c i rcu la t ion energy, w h i c h 

t r ansmutes i n t o value. B u t that value c a n n o t be realized. I t c a n n o t be ' p r o d u c e d ' , 

n o r can i t be t ransferred in to t h e circui t of useful values (gimwali); i t can on ly c i r ­

culate indefinitely, increasing as exchanges o c c u r (or, possibly, col lapsing if t hey 

s top) . N o w kula is, in a sense, t h e sacred level, t h e prest ige level of (symbolic) 

e x c h a n g e . T h e o t h e r level, t he level o f bar ter , o f equ iva lence , has no symbol ic 

value; i t is funct ional . Potlatch t o o is a speculat ive s t ruc tu re of o u t b i d d i n g , of p r o ­

d u c t i o n o f va lue by pure ly and s imply b i d d i n g up t h e p r ice . 

C a n we say, t h e n , tha t t he r e is an e c h o of kula and potlatch in these w a y w a r d 

effects, w h i c h basically c o n t r a d i c t t h e e c o n o m i c p r inc ip l e o f va lue a n d e q u i v a ­

lence , t h e p r i n c i p l e o f l a b o u r a n d p r o d u c t i o n ? In all logic (even in t h e logic o f 

radical c r i t i que ) , w e cou ld n o t c o n d e m n these excesses. A n d e v e r y o n e enjoys 

t h e m as spectac le : t h e s tock m a r k e t , t h e ar t m a r k e t , t h e Wall St reet ra iders . We all 

de l igh t in these th ings as par t of capital 's spec tacular b r i g h t e n i n g of o u r lives, its 

m a n i a for t h e aes thet ic . A t t h e same t i m e we de l igh t - w i t h m o r e difficulty a n d 

m o r e pa in , and m o r e a m b i g u o u s l y - in t h e spec tacular p a t h o l o g y o f tha t sys tem, 

in t h e v i ruses w h i c h , l ike A I D S , t h e s tock m a r k e t crash a n d c o m p u t e r v i ruses , 

la tch on to this del ica te m a c h i n e r y a n d k n o c k i t o u t o f kil ter . B u t t hey are in fact 

fo l lowing o u t t h e same logic : v i ruses a n d v i r u l e n c e are par t o f t h e logical , h y p e r -

logical c o h e r e n c e of all o u r systems; they take the same paths and even create s o m e 

n e w o n e s ( c o m p u t e r viruses exp lo re m a r g i n a l areas o f the n e t w o r k s w h i c h even 

3. On the kula system, see Marcel Mauss, Tlte Gift. Hie Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic 
Societies ( N e w York /London : W. W. N o r t o n , 2000), pp. 2 1 - 3 1 . 
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t h e n e t w o r k s h a d n o t p l a n n e d t o use) . C o m p u t e r vi ruses are an express ion o f t h e 

lethal t ransparency o f i n f o r m a t i o n t h r o u g h o u t t h e wor ld . A I D S i s an e m a n a t i o n o f 

t h e lethal t ransparency of sexual l ibe ra t ion on a scale affecting en t i re social g roups . 

F inanc ia l crashes are an express ion o f t h e le thal t r anspa rency o f e c o n o m i e s o n e 

to a n o t h e r , o f t h e fu lgura t ing c i r cu la t ion o f values, w h i c h i s t h e ve ry basis o f t h e 

l ibe ra t ion o f p r o d u c t i o n a n d e x c h a n g e . O n c e t hey have b e e n ' l i be ra ted ' , all these 

processes e n t e r a s u p e r c o o l e d state, t h e F r e n c h t e r m c h i m i n g fel ici tously he re 

w i t h n o t i o n s o f fus ion a n d m e l t d o w n . T h i s s u p e r c o o l i n g o f e v e n t p rocesses 

w h i c h b e c o m e d e c o u p l e d f rom the i r real subs tance i s o n e o f t h e grea t a t t rac t ions 

o f o u r age . 4 

A n d i t i s qu i t e s o m e pa radox to see t h e e c o n o m y c o m i n g t r i u m p h a n t l y b a c k on 

to t h e agenda , i nc lud ing t h e m e d i a agenda (let us n o t forget that t h e w o r l d o f t h e 

m e d i a is a viral w o r l d too , and that t h e c i rculat ion of images and messages funct ions 

as a p e r p e t u a l r u m o u r mil l) . B u t can we still speak of t h e ' e c o n o m y ' ? O r , i n d e e d , 

o f poli t ical e c o n o m y ( the logic o f capital)? Ce r t a in ly n o t . At t h e ve ry least, t he 

s t r ik ing p r o m i n e n c e o f t h e e c o n o m y a t t h e m o m e n t has n o t a t all t h e same m e a n ­

ing i t h a d in t h e classical or Marx i s t analysis. F o r i t i s no l o n g e r in any sense d r iven 

by t h e infras t ructure o f ma te r i a l p r o d u c t i o n , n o r i n d e e d by t h e supers t ruc tu re . 

T h e e n g i n e o f t h e e c o n o m y i s t h e d e s t r u c t u r i n g o f value, t h e destabi l iz ing o f m a r ­

kets a n d real e c o n o m i e s , t h e t r i u m p h of an e c o n o m y rel ieved o f ideo log ies , social 

sciences, h i s tory and poli t ical e c o n o m y and y ie lded up to p u r e specula t ion; i t i s t he 

t r i u m p h of a v i r tua l e c o n o m y rel ieved of real e c o n o m i e s (not really, of course , b u t 

vir tual ly: yet i t i s n o t reality w h i c h ho lds sway today b u t vir tual i ty) ; t h e t r i u m p h of 

a viral e c o n o m y w h i c h c o n n e c t s up in this way w i t h all t h e o t h e r viral processes. I t 

4. Baudrillard is here exploiting the term suffusion ( 'supercooling' or 'undercooling') for its poetic 
resources. This is also 'surfusion' as an excess of, a beyond of, 'fusion'. 
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is as an arena of special effects, of unp red i c t ab l e (almost meteoro log ica l ) h a p p e n ­

ings - as t h e d e s t r u c t i o n and exace rba t ion of its o w n logic - tha t i t is b e c o m i n g 

o n c e again a k i n d of e x e m p l a r y thea t re of c u r r e n t events . 

9 November 1988 
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W i t h t h e R u s h d i e affair, K h o m e i n i can be said to have o p e n e d up a n e w era in t h e 

h i s to ry of hos t age - t ak ing . T h e a w k w a r d pa r t in hos t age - t ak ing , as i s wel l k n o w n , 

i s s t o r i ng and k e e p i n g t h e hos tage . K h o m e i n i has pu l l ed off t h e br i l l iant t r i ck of 

hav ing t h e W e s t e r n power s themselves de ta in a n d s tand gua rd over t h e hos tage . 

A n d , t h r o u g h R u s h d i e , he has pu l l ed off t h e br i l l iant t r i ck of h a v i n g t h e Wes t as a 

w h o l e take itself hos tage . T h i s spectacular e n h a n c e m e n t o f h o s t a g e - t a k i n g s trategy 

has t u r n e d it i n t o s o m e t h i n g global - a symbol ic strategy capable of o v e r t u r n i n g all 

re lat ions o f force mere ly by o p e n i n g one 's m o u t h . 

Ins tead of ta lk ing a lot of n o n s e n s e a b o u t t h e Ayatollah's medieva l ba rbar i ty a n d 

h o p i n g t h e w h o l e t h i n g wil l d isappear mi racu lous ly w i t h his dea th , i t w o u l d be 

b e t t e r to p o n d e r w h y an act of this k i n d has such symbol ic po tency , w h y i t i s so 

symbol ical ly - diabolically - effective. 

After an exhaus t i ng w a r a n d in an ent i re ly negat ive poli t ical , mi l i t a ry and e c o ­

n o m i c s i tua t ion, w i t h the w h o l e w o r l d u n i t e d against h i m , t h e Ayatol lah has a 

single, tiny, i m m a t e r i a l w e a p o n at his disposal. B u t i t is close to b e i n g t h e absolu te 

w e a p o n : t h e p r inc ip l e of Evi l . A pos i t i on of absolu te disavowal of t h e W e s t e r n 
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values o f p rogress , ra t ional i ty , pol i t ica l mora l i ty , d e m o c r a c y , e tc . D e n y i n g t h e 

universal consensus on all these fine th ings confers on h i m t h e w h o l e e n e r g y o f 

Evi l — all t h e satanic e n e r g y of t h e outcas t , t h e eclat of t h e accursed share. He a lone 

speaks today, because he a lone , against all c o m e r s , has taken up t h e M a n i c h e a n 

p r inc ip l e of Evil ; he a lone has t aken i t u p o n h imse l f to speak evil and exorc ise it, 

he a lone agrees to e m b o d y i t in ter ror . 

W h a t lies b e h i n d his dec is ion i s b e y o n d o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , a n d the re i s l i t t le to 

b e ga ined f rom r a m b l i n g o n a b o u t t h e i n t e r n a l divis ions w i t h i n Islam. W h a t w e 

can state w i t h cer ta in ty , h o w e v e r , i s t h e s u p e r i o r i t y this affords h i m over t h e 

Wes t , w h e r e t h e possibi l i ty o f speak ing evil n o l o n g e r exists a n y w h e r e , w h e r e t h e 

sl ightest c r i t i c i sm, t h e slightest radical nega t iv i ty i s stifled by t h e v i r tua l c o n s e n ­

sus on all va lues based on n e g o t i a t i o n a n d r econc i l i a t i on . Poli t ical p o w e r in t h e 

Wes t n o w o n l y ha l f -hea r t ed ly exercises its f o r m e r func t ions , o n e o f w h i c h was t o 

des igna te t h e O t h e r , t h e E n e m y , t h e stakes, t h e th rea t , t h e evil. P o w e r exists on ly 

as l o n g as i t has this s y m b o l i c p o t e n c y . I t no l o n g e r has tha t p o t e n c y t o d a y and , 

conversely, t he r e i s no o p p o s i t i o n w h i c h i s able or wi l l ing to des ignate t h e c u r r e n t 

p o w e r s - t h a t - b e a s t h e evil. We are n o w v e r y l o w on satanic, i ron ic , p o l e m i c a l , 

an t agon i s t i c e n e r g y ; we have b e c o m e fanatically soft socie t ies , o r softly fanatical 

o n e s . 

By h o u n d i n g o u t t h e ' accursed share ' f rom w i t h i n ourselves, and a l lowing on ly 

posi t ive values to sh ine for th , we have b e c o m e dramat ica l ly vu lne r ab l e to t h e 

slightest viral a t tack, i nc lud ing tha t o f the Ayatol lah, w h o s e i m m u n e defences are 

cer ta in ly n o t d o w n . T h e only t h i n g we can r ange against h i m - and i t i s n o t 

m u c h — is h u m a n r ights , w h i c h is itself pa r t of o u r polit ical i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y . 

A n d , m o r e o v e r , i n t h e n a m e o f h u m a n r igh ts , w e e n d u p desc r ib ing t h e Ayatol lah 

h imse l f as ' abso lu te Evi l ' (Mi t t e rand) , tha t is to say, e n d up ident i fy ing w i t h his i r ­

r a t iona l c u r s e in a w a y tha t s tands in to t a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n to o u r e n l i g h t e n e d 
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discourse (do we call a m a d m a n ' m a d ' today? We d o n ' t even call a h a n d i c a p p e d 

p e r s o n ' h a n d i c a p p e d ' , s o afraid are w e o f Ev i l , s o m u c h d o w e w a l l o w i n 

e u p h e m i s m s in o r d e r t o avoid des igna t ing the O t h e r , mis fo r tune , t h e i r r educ ib le ) . 

W e s h o u l d n o t b e surpr i sed that s o m e o n e capable o f speak ing t h e l anguage o f 

Evil - speaking it literally and t r i u m p h a n t l y - should t r igger such an access of w e a k ­

ness in W e s t e r n cul tures , in spite of pe t i t ions by intel lectuals t h e w o r l d over. T h e 

fact is tha t legality, h u m a n i t a r i a n g o o d consc i ence and reason itself yie ld in the face 

of i m p r e c a t i o n . R e a s o n is c o m p l e t e l y fascinated by i t and falls in w i t h it, as do all 

t h e wor ld ' s m e d i a . All i t can do i s m o b i l i z e its reserves of s t i gma t i za t ion a n d 

satanizat ion, bu t , in so do ing , i t lapses i n t o the same language and falls i n t o t h e trap 

o f t h e p r i n c i p l e o f Evi l , w h i c h i s essentially co n t ag io u s . W h o i s t h e w i n n e r ? T h e 

Ayatol lah o f course . Admi t ted ly , we still have t h e p o w e r to dest roy h i m , b u t s y m ­

bol ica l ly he has w o n a n d s y m b o l i c p o w e r i s always s u p e r i o r t o t h e p o w e r o f 

w e a p o n s a n d m o n e y ; o u r m o d e r n ideal ism shou ld have t a u g h t us that . I t is, in a 

way, t h e revenge o f the o t h e r wor ld . T h e T h i r d W o r l d had never really m a n a g e d to 

m o u n t a cha l lenge to the West . A n d t h e U S S R , w h i c h for a few decades p e r s o n i ­

f ied the p r inc ip l e of Evi l for t h e West , has clearly m o v e d over quie t ly to t h e side of 

G o o d , t h e side of a w e l l - t e m p e r e d m a n a g e m e n t of t h e wor ld ' s affairs. By a m a r ­

vellous irony, that c o u n t r y even offered itself as m e d i a t o r b e t w e e n the Wes t and the 

Satan of Tehe ran . A n d i t has t h e e x p e r i e n c e to do that , h a v i n g spent f ive years 

de fend ing W e s t e r n values in Afghanis tan , w i t h o u t a n y o n e p rope r ly real iz ing it. 

S o m e c o m m e n t a t o r s have a t least a c k n o w l e d g e d , w i t h s o m e b i t t e r n e s s , t ha t 

K h o m e i n i ' s sen tence has, by force of a n a t h e m a , res tored a fantastic value to b o o k s — 

a value t hey had lost. Th i s is to r ecogn ize t h e shameful state poli t ics has fallen i n t o 

i n o u r c o u n t r i e s . 

T h e effect o f fascinat ion, a t t r ac t ion a n d r epu l s ion on a w o r l d scale, u n l e a s h e d 

by t h e Ayatol lah 's d e a t h s e n t e n c e on R u s h d i e , i s exact ly like t h e p h e n o m e n o n o f 
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s u d d e n dep re s su r i za t i on of an aircraft cab in w h e n the re i s a h o l e or c r ack in t h e 

fuselage (even if this is acc iden ta l , i t always resembles a t e r ro r i s t act) . E v e r y t h i n g 

is s u c k e d v io l en t ly o u t w a r d s i n t o t h e vo id , as a resul t of t h e pressure differential 

b e t w e e n t h e t w o spaces. You have on ly to m a k e a b r e a c h , a h o l e in t h e u l t r a - t h i n 

film separa t ing the t w o wor lds . Te r ro r i sm, hos t age - t ak ing , i s p r e - e m i n e n t l y t h e act 

w h i c h m a k e s this k i n d of b r e a c h in an artificial — a n d artificially p r o t e c t e d — u n i ­

verse (ou r un ive r se ) . T h e w h o l e of Is lam, current Islam, w h i c h i s n o t in any sense 

t h e Islam o f t h e M i d d l e Ages , a n d w h i c h has t o be assessed in s t ra tegic , n o t m o r a l 

or re l ig ious t e r m s , i s c rea t ing a v a c u u m a r o u n d t h e W e s t e r n sys tem ( inc lud ing t h e 

c o u n t r i e s o f Eas t e rn E u r o p e ) and , f rom t i m e to t ime , m a k i n g b reaches i n tha t 

sys tem, by a single act o r s t a t e m e n t , t h r o u g h w h i c h all o u r values h u r t l e o u t i n t o 

t h e vo id . Is lam does n o t exer t r e v o l u t i o n a r y pressure on t h e W e s t e r n w o r l d ; t he r e 

is no d a n g e r tha t Islam wil l c o n v e r t or c o n q u e r it: i t i s h a p p y to destabi l ize i t by 

this viral aggress ion i n t h e n a m e o f t h e p r i n c i p l e o f Evi l (to w h i c h we have no 

answer) a n d on t h e basis of t h e v i r tua l ca t a s t rophe tha t i s t h e pressure differential 

b e t w e e n t h e t w o mi l i eus - t h e p e r p e t u a l r isk for t h e p r o t e c t e d un ive r se (ou r u n i ­

verse) of a s u d d e n d e - p r e s s u r i z i n g of t h e air ( the values) we b r ea the . Admi t t ed ly , 

qu i t e a b i t o f o x y g e n has a l ready escaped f rom o u r W e s t e r n w o r l d t h r o u g h all 

k inds o f fissures a n d cracks. W e w o u l d b e wel l advised t o h o l d o n t o o u r o x y g e n 

masks . 

O u r en t i re system rushes to serve t h e Ayatol lah. He has m e r e l y to raise his little 

f inger and t h e p r inc ip l e of Evil draws us to h i m in frenzied fascinat ion. C o n t r a r y 

to all tha t is said of it, his s trategy is as tonishingly m o d e r n . M u c h m o r e m o d e r n 

than ou r s , s ince i t consists in subt ly in jec t ing archaic e l emen t s i n t o a m o d e r n c o n ­

text : a fatwa, a dec ree of e x e c u t i o n , a curse or any o ld th ing . If o u r W e s t e r n w o r l d 

w e r e robus t , this w o u l d s imply be meaning less . B u t t h e w h o l e o f o u r sys tem falls 

i n to the t rap and b e c o m e s a s o u n d i n g - b o x for these e lements , a s u p e r c o n d u c t o r for 
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t he v i rus . H o w can we expla in this? O n c e again, w h a t we have h e r e i s t h e revenge 

o f the O t h e r Wor ld : we , i n o u r t ime , infec ted t h e rest o f t h e w o r l d w i t h e n o u g h 

g e r m s , diseases, ep idemics a n d ideo log ies against w h i c h t hey had no resistance. 

Today, in an i ronic twist , i t seems we are ourselves defenceless in t h e face of a t iny 

little archaic m i c r o b e . 

T h e hos tage h imsel f i s b e c o m i n g mic rob ia l . Alain B o s q u e t shows in his latest 

b o o k (Le Metier d'otage) how, o n c e def lected i n t o t h e void , t h e hos tage — that pa r ­

ticle o f the Wes te rn wor ld — canno t go h o m e , no longer wants to go h o m e . For o n e 

t h i n g he i s d e m e a n e d in his o w n eyes, b u t also his o w n p e o p l e , his c o u n t r y a n d 

fellow ci t izens are collect ively d e m e a n e d by the i r enforced passivity, t he i r r o u t i n e 

coward ice , the ve ry act of nego t i a t i on , w h i c h i s d e g r a d i n g in itself and f u n d a m e n ­

tally useless. For, qu i t e apar t f rom t h e n e g o t i a t i o n , every h o s t a g e - t a k i n g proves t h e 

inescapable coward ice of en t i re c o m m u n i t i e s vis-a-vis t h e least significant of the i r 

m e m b e r s . A n d i n d e e d , t h e indifference o f t h e c o m m u n i t y to its m e m b e r s has its 

c o u n t e r p a r t in the indifference of each individual to the c o m m u n i t y : this i s h o w we 

func t ion (badly) in the Wes t a n d i t i s this pol i t ical i m p o v e r i s h m e n t w h i c h t h e 

strategy of hos tage - t ak ing ruthlessly exposes . By destabil izing a single individual , an 

ent i re system is destabil ized. T h i s i s w h y t h e hos tage c a n n o t even forgive his o w n 

peop le for hav ing m a d e h i m i n t o a h e r o — an elevat ion w h i c h in fact i t immed ia t e ly 

retracts. 

W e can n e i t h e r ge t i n t o t h e m i n d o f t h e Ayatol lah , n o r i n t o t h e hea r t s o f 

Musl ims , and there can be no ques t ion of espous ing the i r passions o r beliefs. Ail we 

can do is get away f rom tha t feeble, d o g m a t i c t h i n k i n g w h i c h i m p u t e s all this to 

religious fanaticism, and ga rner at least a g l i m m e r of strategic u n d e r s t a n d i n g of w h a t 

is at stake in this symbol ic cha l lenge ; in this respect , t he h o t c h p o t c h of p ious and 

pa the t i c reac t ions o n e reads is n e x t to useless and represents little b u t an a t t e m p t a t 

exorc i sm. 
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I fear we are i l l -equipped to m e e t t h e chal lenge of this symbol ic v io lence of Islam 

a t t h e ve ry m o m e n t w h e n w e are t r y i n g t o w i p e t h e Ter ro r f rom o u r m e m o r y o f 

the r evo lu t ion for t h e sake of a c o m m e m o r a t i o n w h i c h , like t h e c u r r e n t consensus , 

has all t h e features o f an inflatable s t ruc tu re . H o w are we to react to this n e w v i o ­

l ence i f w e c h o o s e t o b lot o u t the v i o l e n c e o f o u r o w n his tory? 

14 March 1989 
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and t h e End of H is to ry 

T h e even t o f t h e e n d o f t h e c e n t u r y i s u n d e r way. T h e idea tha t history, stifled for 

a t i m e by t h e g r i p of to ta l i tar ian ideology, i s r e s u m i n g its cou r se w i t h r e n e w e d 

v i g o u r n o w that t h e b l o c k a d e o f t h e c o u n t r i e s o f Eas t e rn E u r o p e has b e e n lifted, 

has p u t air b a c k in everyone 's lungs . T h e field of h i s to ry is a t last o p e n e d up again 

to t h e unp red i c t ab l e m o v e m e n t o f peop le s and the i r thirst for f r eedom. In cont ras t 

t o t h e depressive m y t h o l o g y w h i c h genera l ly a c c o m p a n i e s t h e ends o f cen tu r i e s , i t 

seems this o n e is to u she r in a n e w and i l lustr ious r e su rgence of t h e final process , 

to b r i n g fresh h o p e and a revival of all historical challenges. Away w i t h all those evil 

augur ies o f t h e e n d o f history. H o w can its reality and vital i ty b e d o u b t e d w h e n 

such events are t ak ing place before o u r eyes? 

Seen a t closer quar te r s , t h e event i s a bi t m o r e mys te r ious , a n d m i g h t w i t h 

m u c h g rea te r accuracy be desc r ibed as an un iden t i f i ed 'h i s tor ica l ' ob jec t . Th i s 

t h a w i n g of t h e Eas t e rn b loc , this t h a w i n g of l iber ty i s cer ta in ly an ex t r ao rd ina ry 

t u r n o f events . B u t w h a t b e c o m e s o f l iber ty w h e n i t i s defrosted? T h e o p e r a t i o n i s 

a pe r i lous o n e a n d its o u t c o m e u n c e r t a i n (even leaving aside t h e fact tha t w h a t has 

b e e n defrosted c a n n o t b e deep- f rozen again). T h e U S S R and t h e Eas te rn b loc have 
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n o t jus t served as a deep- f reeze for f r eedom; they have also p r o v i d e d a tes t ing 

g r o u n d , an e x p e r i m e n t a l e n v i r o n m e n t in w h i c h i t was sequestered and subjec ted to 

ve ry h i g h pressures. T h e West , for its par t , i s little m o r e t han a r epos i to ry or, m o r e 

accurately, a d u m p i n g g r o u n d for f r e e d o m a n d h u m a n r ights . I f u l t ra- f reez ing was 

t h e dist inctive — and negat ive - m a r k of t h e Eas t e rn wor ld , the ul t ra-f luidi ty of o u r 

W e s t e r n w o r l d is even m o r e s h o c k i n g since, as a c o n s e q u e n c e of t h e l ibe ra t ion and 

l iberal izat ion o f m o r e s a n d op in ions , the p r o b l e m o f l iber ty qu i te s imply c a n n o t be 

p o s e d he re any longer . I t is resolved virtually. In the West , f r e edom — t h e Idea of 

F r e e d o m - has d ied a na tura l dea th : this we have seen in all t h e r ecen t c o m m e m ­

ora t ions . In t h e East i t was m u r d e r e d , b u t t he r e i s no such t h i n g as t h e perfect 

c r i m e . I t wi l l be ve ry in teres t ing, f rom an e x p e r i m e n t a l p o i n t o f view, to see w h a t 

f r e edom is like w h e n it resurfaces, w h e n it is resusci tated after all signs of it have 

b e e n b lo t t ed ou t . We shall see w h a t a process of r e a n i m a t i o n or post mortem r e ­

habi l i ta t ion l ooks like. Perhaps defrosted l iber ty is n o t so at tractive as all tha t . A n d 

w h a t i f i t t u r n e d o u t to be i n t e n t on j u s t o n e th ing : b a r t e r i n g itself off in a b i n g e 

o f cars and electrical goods , n o t to m e n t i o n m i n d - b e n d i n g drugs and p o r n o g r a p h y ; 

tha t is, i m m e d i a t e l y t r ad ing itself off against W e s t e r n l iquid assets, sw i t ch ing over 

f rom an e n d o f h i s to ry by deep- f reez ing to an e n d o f h i s to ry by ul t ra-f luidi ty and 

ci rculat ion? 

T h e en thra l l ing t h i n g a b o u t these events in Eas t e rn E u r o p e i s n o t to see t h e m 

m e e k l y c o m i n g to t h e aid of an ai l ing d e m o c r a c y by b r i n g i n g i t fresh e n e r g y (and 

n e w marke t s ) , b u t t o see t h e t e l escop ing o f t w o specific pa t t e rns o f the e n d o f h i s ­

to ry : t h e o n e w h e r e i t ends deep- f rozen in t h e c o n c e n t r a t i o n camps and t h e o t h e r 

w h e r e , by contrast , i t ends in the total , centrifugal expans ion of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . In 

each case, a final so lu t ion . A n d i t m a y be that t h e unfreez ing of h u m a n r ights is the 

socialist equ iva len t of t h e 'depressur iza t ion of t h e West ' : a m e r e d ischarge i n t o the 

W e s t e r n vo id of the energ ies t r a p p e d for half a c e n t u r y in the East. 
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T h e fervour su r round ing events can be deceptive: i f that o f the Eastern bloc c o u n ­

tries is mere ly an ardent desire to be free of ideology, merely a fervent desire to imitate 

the f ree-market count r ies , w h e r e all l iber ty has already b e e n e x c h a n g e d for t e c h n o ­

logical ease of l iving, then we shall see o n c e and for all w h a t f r eedom is w o r t h and 

k n o w that i t can perhaps never be regained. His tory serves up no second helpings. On 

the o t h e r h a n d - and this is the unpredic table par t for us, for the West (after all, w h e n 

the Evil E m p i r e collapses G o o d c a n n o t r e m a i n exactly as i t was before!) - this 

defrosting of the East may be as harmful in the l o n g t e r m as the surfeit of ca rbon gases 

in the u p p e r layers of the a tmosphere , creat ing a political g r e e n h o u s e effect and such 

a w a r m i n g of h u m a n relations on the planet, w i t h the mel t ing of the C o m m u n i s t i ce ­

f loes , tha t the shores of the West will be f looded . Curiously, whereas we dread the 

climatic me l t ing of ice-floes and see it as represent ing a potent ia l catastrophe, we l o n g 

w i t h all o u r m i g h t as democra t s for such a t h a w on the political front. 

If, in t h e o ld days, the U S S R had d u m p e d its s tock of go ld on t h e w o r l d marke t , 

tha t m a r k e t w o u l d have b e e n c o m p l e t e l y destabil ized. I f t h e Eas t e rn b loc coun t r i e s 

w e r e t o p u t back i n t o c i rcu la t ion t h e vast s tock o f f r e edom they have b e e n k e e p ­

ing on ice, t hey w o u l d similarly destabil ize t h e ve ry fragile m e t a b o l i s m of W e s t e r n 

values, w h i c h requires that f r e e d o m no l o n g e r manifest itself as ac t ion b u t as a v i r ­

tua l a n d c o n s e n s u a l f o r m o f i n t e r a c t i o n , n o t a s d r a m a , b u t a s t h e un ive r sa l 

p s y c h o d r a m a of l iberal ism. A s u d d e n in jec t ion of f r e edom as a l ived re la t ionship — 

as v io len t and active t ranscendance , as Idea — w o u l d be catastrophic in every way for 

o u r a i r - c o n d i t i o n e d red i s t r ibu t ion of values. Yet this i s w h a t we are asking of those 

in t h e East: t h e idea of f r e e d o m in e x c h a n g e for t h e mate r i a l signs of f r eedom. A 

perfect ly diabol ical pact , in w h i c h o n e side i s in dange r of los ing its soul , t h e o t h e r 

its c o m f o r t . 

B u t i t i s p e r h a p s b e t t e r this way. On b o t h sides. T h e m a s k e d societ ies ( the 

C o m m u n i s t societies) are n o w u n m a s k e d . W h a t face do t hey present? I t i s a l o n g 
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t i m e since we shed o u r masks, a l o n g t i m e s ince we h a d e i ther masks o r faces. We 

have no m e m o r y ei ther . We have r eached t h e p o i n t o f seek ing in w a t e r a m e m o r y 

w i t h o u t traces, of h o p i n g (I crave Benveniste 's i ndu lgence here)"' tha t s o m e t h i n g still 

r emains w h e n even t h e m o l e c u l a r traces have disappeared. I t i s t h e same w i t h o u r 

f r eedom: we w o u l d be hard-pressed t o p r o d u c e any sign o f i t a n d we have r eached 

t h e p o i n t of pos tu l a t i ng its infini tesimal, impalpable , u n d e t e c t a b l e ex i s tence in a 

mi l i eu of such h i g h (p rog rammat i c , opera t iona l ) d i lu t ion that on ly its spect re still 

hovers i n a m e m o r y w h i c h i s n o w m e r e l y t h e m e m o r y o f water . 

T h e we l l sp r ing o f f r e edom has r u n so d r y in t h e West (as wi tness t h e c o m m e m ­

o r a t i o n o f t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n ) tha t we m u s t p lace all o u r h o p e s in t h e East 

E u r o p e a n deposi ts tha t have a t last b e e n u n c o v e r e d and o p e n e d up . B u t o n c e this 

s tock of l ibe r ty has b e e n released ( the Idea of L ibe r ty hav ing b e c o m e as scarce as a 

natural resource) , w h a t can ensue but , as on any marke t , an in tense , superficial burs t 

of t rad ing , fo l lowed by a rapid collapse of differential energ ies a n d asset values. 

W h a t is t h e m e a n i n g of glasnosi? T h e retrospect ive t ransparency of all t he signs of 

m o d e r n i t y , speeded up and s e c o n d - h a n d (it i s a lmost a p o s t m o d e r n r e - m a k e of o u r 

o r ig ina l ve rs ion of m o d e r n i t y ) — of all t h e posi t ive a n d negat ive signs c o m b i n e d : 

tha t is, n o t j u s t h u m a n r ights , b u t c r imes , ca tas t rophes and acc idents w h i c h are, i t 

seems, all j oyous ly increas ing in t h e f o r m e r U S S R since the l ibera l iza t ion o f t h e 

r eg ime . A n d even t h e rediscovery o f p o r n o g r a p h y a n d extra- terres t r ia ls , all p r e v i ­

ously censored , b u t ce lebra t ing the i r r eappea rance a long w i t h eve ry th ing else. Th i s 

i s t h e e x p e r i m e n t a l d i m e n s i o n of this genera l defrost ing: we can n o w see that 

c r i m e s and catas t rophes , b o t h nuc lea r a n d na tura l , a l ong w i t h e v e r y t h i n g else that 

5. T h e ' m e m o r y of water affair' was the n a m e generally applied in the media to Jacques 
Benveniste's claim in 1984 that he had discovered reactions produced by solutions so highly diluted 
that they 'contained only water molecules ' . 
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has b e e n repressed, are pa r t o f o u r h u m a n r igh ts ( the re l ig ious sphe re t oo , o f 

course , a n d fashion; i ndeed , n o t h i n g is deba r red ) - and this is a fine ob jec t lesson 

in democracy . Fo r we see r e - e m e r g i n g he re , in a k i n d of ideal ha l luc ina t ion and 

r e t u r n of t h e repressed, all tha t we are, all t h e al legedly universal e m b l e m s of t h e 

h u m a n , i n c l u d i n g t h e wors t , dullest , co rn ies t th ings in W e s t e r n ' cu l t u r e ' — things 

w h i c h wil l h e n c e f o r t h k n o w no b o u n d a r i e s . I t is, t h e n , a m o m e n t o f t r u t h for that 

cu l ture , a s was t h e earlier conf ron ta t ion w i t h t h e p r imi t ive cul tures o f t h e w h o l e 

w o r l d , a c o n f r o n t a t i o n f rom w h i c h o u r c u l t u r e c a n n o t really be said to have 

e m e r g e d w i t h f ly ing co lours . T h e i rony o f t h e s i tua t ion i s such tha t i t wi l l pe rhaps 

b e w e w h o are o n e day forced t o rescue t h e his tor ica l m e m o r y o f Stal inism, w h i l e 

t h e c o u n t r i e s o f Eas te rn E u r o p e wil l no l o n g e r recall it. I t wi l l be up to us to keep 

on ice t h e m e m o r y o f this ty ran t w h o , for his par t , kep t t h e m o v e m e n t o f h i s to ry 

frozen, s ince that glacial age also forms pa r t of o u r universal he r i t age . 

T h e s e events are r emarkab le f rom a n o t h e r p o i n t o f v i e w t o o . T h e y force us to 

e n q u i r e i n t o t h e t u r n h is tory i s n o w tak ing; n o t s imply p r o c e e d i n g towards its e n d 

(a n o t i o n tha t was pa r t o f the l inear p h a n t a s m of h is tory) , b u t m o v i n g i n t o reverse 

and i n t o systematic ob l i t e ra t ion . We are in t h e process o f w i p i n g o u t t h e en t i re 

t w e n t i e t h cen tury , effacing all t h e signs o f t h e C o l d W a r o n e by o n e , pe rhaps even 

all t race of t h e S e c o n d W o r l d W a r a n d of all t h e pol i t ical o r ideo logica l revo lu t ions 

of t h e t w e n t i e t h century . T h e reuni f ica t ion of G e r m a n y i s inevi table , as are m a n y 

o t h e r t h i n g s , n o t in t h e sense of a l eap f o r w a r d in h is tory , b u t in t h e sense of a 

r e - w r i t i n g in reverse o f the w h o l e o f t h e t w e n t i e t h century , a r e - w r i t i n g w h i c h i s 

g o i n g to take up a large par t o f t h e last t e n years of t h e century . At t h e ra te we are 

g o i n g we shall s o o n be back a t t h e H o l y R o m a n E m p i r e . A n d pe rhaps this i s t h e 

i l luminat ion this fin de siecle offers and the t r ue m e a n i n g of that controversial formula , 

' t h e e n d of h i s tory ' . T h e fact i s that , in a sort of enthusiast ic w o r k of m o u r n i n g , we 

are in the process of retracting all the significant events of this century, of whitewashing 
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t h e cen tury , as i f e v e r y t h i n g that had t aken p lace ( revolut ions , t h e divis ion of the 

w o r l d , e x t e r m i n a t i o n s , t h e v io len t t ransnat ional i ty o f states, g o i n g to t h e nuc lea r 

b r i n k — in shor t , h is tory in its m o d e r n phase) w e r e mere ly a hopeless imbrogl io , and 

e v e r y o n e h a d set a b o u t u n m a s k i n g that h i s to ry w i t h t h e same en thus i a sm that 

h a d g o n e i n t o m a k i n g it. R e s t o r a t i o n , regress ion, rehabi l i ta t ion , revival o f t h e o ld 

frontiers, of t h e o ld differences, of par t icular i t ies , of re l igions , res ipiscence, even a t 

t h e level of mora ls . I t seems that all t h e signs of l ibera t ions ach ieved over a c e n t u r y 

are fading a n d wil l , in t h e end , pe rhaps be snuffed o u t o n e by o n e : we are i n t o a 

g igant ic process of revisionism — n o t an ideologica l revis ionism b u t a revis ionism 

of h i s to ry itself, a n d we s e e m in a h u r r y to get i t over before t h e e n d of t h e 

cen tury , secretly h o p i n g pe rhaps to be able to start again from scratch in t h e n e w 

m i l l e n n i u m . I f on ly we cou ld res tore e v e r y t h i n g to its initial state. B u t w h i c h 

initial state? Before the twen t i e th cen tury? Before the R e v o l u t i o n ? H o w far can this 

re t rac t ion , this res tora t ion go? T h e fact is tha t i t can m o v e very, ve ry quickly (as the 

events in Eas t e rn E u r o p e show) , precisely because i t i s n o t a w o r k of c o n s t r u c t i o n 

b u t a massive d e c o n s t r u c t i o n of history, a n d o n e assuming a lmos t viral, e p i d e m i c 

f o r m . Perhaps even, in t h e end , t h e year 2 0 0 0 wil l n o t take place, qu i t e s imply 

because t h e c u r v e of h i s to ry will have b e n t so far backwards tha t i t wil l neve r cross 

that t i m e h o r i z o n . 

15 December 1989 
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No Pi ty for S a r a j e v o 

In the TV p r o g r a m m e Le Couloir pour la parole (broadcast on the ' A r t e ' channe l , 19 

D e c e m b e r ) , w i t h its Strasbourg-Sarajevo v ideo l ink-up , the s t r iking feature was the 

absolute superiori ty, t he except ional status confer red by misfor tune , distress and total 

dis i l lus ionment - that very dis i l lus ionment w h i c h allowed the peop le of Sarajevo to 

treat the 'Europeans ' w i th con t emp t , or at least w i th an air of sarcastic f reedom, w h i c h 

contras ted w i t h the hypocri t ical r emorse and con t r i t i on of those a t t he o t h e r e n d of 

the v ideo- l ink . I t was no t they w h o n e e d e d compass ion; they had compass ion for our 

w r e t c h e d destinies. ' I spit on E u r o p e ' , said o n e of t h e m . N o t h i n g offers greater free­

d o m , in fact, or greater sovereignty, t han justified c o n t e m p t — and n o t even for the 

enemy, b u t for those sunn ing their g o o d consciences in the w a r m g low of solidarity. 

A n d they have seen plenty of these f ine friends. Recent ly , even Susan Sontag, w h o 

c a m e to stage Waiting for Godot in Sarajevo. W h y n o t Bouvard and Pecuchet in Somalia 

or Afghanistan? 6 Yet the wors t part of this isn't the h igh-f lown cultural sent iment , bu t 

6. Bouvard et Pecuchet was Flaubert's last, unfinished novel. It was published in serial form in the 

Nouvelle Revue, beginning on 15 D e c e m b e r 1880, some seven months after his death. 
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t he c o n d e s c e n d i n g a t t i tude and t h e m i s c o n c e p t i o n regard ing w h e r e s t rength and 

weakness lie. They are the s t rong ones . It is we w h o are weak , g o i n g over the re 

searching for s o m e t h i n g to c o m p e n s a t e for o u r weakness and loss of reality. 

O u r reality: tha t i s the p r o b l e m . We have on ly o n e reality, and i t has to be res ­

cued . A n d rescued even w i t h t h e wors t o f slogans: ' W e have t o d o s o m e t h i n g . W e 

can ' t j u s t d o n o t h i n g ' . B u t d o i n g s o m e t h i n g jus t because y o u c a n n o t n o t d o i t has 

never a m o u n t e d to a p r inc ip le of ac t ion or f r eedom. M e r e l y a f o r m of abso lu t ion 

f rom y o u r o w n i m p o t e n c e a n d c o m p a s s i o n for y o u r o w n fate. 

T h e p e o p l e o f Sarajevo do n o t have to face this ques t ion . W h e r e they are, t he r e 

i s an absolu te n e e d to do w h a t they do , t o do w h a t has t o be d o n e . W i t h no i l lu­

sions as to ends a n d no compass ion for themselves . T h a t i s w h a t b e i n g real m e a n s ; 

tha t i s w h a t i t m e a n s to be in t h e real. A n d this is n o t in any sense t h e ' ob jec t ive ' 

reality of the i r mis for tune , that reality w h i c h ought not to exist a n d for w h i c h we feel 

pity, b u t t h e reality w h i c h exists as it is — t h e reality of an ac t ion a n d a destiny. 

Th i s i s w h y t hey are alive and we are t h e ones w h o are dead . Th i s i s why , f rom 

o u r o w n p o i n t o f view, we have, first, t o rescue t h e reality o f t h e w a r a n d i m p o s e 

that — compass iona t e — reality on those w h o are suffering f rom it, b u t w h o , a t t h e 

ve ry hea r t o f w a r and distress, do n o t really bel ieve in it. 

In h e r o p i n i o n pieces , Susan S o n t a g confesses that the Bosn ians do n o t really 

bel ieve in t h e distress all a r o u n d t h e m . In t h e end , they find t h e w h o l e s i tuat ion 

unrea l , senseless, unin te l l ig ib le . I t is a hell , b u t an a lmost hyper rea l hell , m a d e t h e 

m o r e hyper rea l by m e d i a and h u m a n i t a r i a n harassment , s ince that makes t h e a t t i ­

t u d e o f t h e w h o l e w o r l d towards t h e m even m o r e i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e . So, they live 

in a k ind of spectral w a r - and a g o o d t h i n g t o o or they cou ld never bear it. I t is n o t 

I w h o say this; they say it themselves . 

B u t Susan Son tag , w h o i s f rom N e w York, mus t k n o w be t t e r t han they d o w h a t 

reality i s because she has chosen t h e m to e m b o d y it. Or pe rhaps s imply because i t 
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is w h a t she — and t h e w h o l e of t h e Wes t — lacks mos t . So i t is necessary to go and 

rebui ld a reality for ourselves w h e r e t h e b l e e d i n g is. All these ' c o r r i d o r s ' we o p e n 

up to send o u r supplies and o u r ' cu l tu re ' are, in reality, co r r ido r s of distress t h r o u g h 

w h i c h w e i m p o r t the i r s t rength and t h e ene rgy gene ra t ed b y the i r mi s fo r tune . 

O n c e again, an u n e q u a l exchange . A n d Susan S o n t a g c o m e s to c o n v i n c e t h e m -

they w h o f ind a k i n d o f addi t iona l s t reng th in t h e t h o r o u g h s t r ipp ing-away o f t h e 

i l lusion of t h e real ( inc lud ing t h e p r inc ip l e o f pol i t ical ra t ional i ty by w h i c h we are 

g o v e r n e d , a n d w h i c h i s par t of the E u r o p e a n reali ty pr inc ip le ) - of t h e ' real i ty ' o f 

the i r suffering, by cul tural iz ing it, of course , by theat r ica l iz ing i t so that i t can serve 

as a p o i n t of reference in t h e thea t re of W e s t e r n values, o n e of w h i c h is solidarity. 

Yet Susan S o n t a g herself is n o t t h e issue. She is mere ly fashionably e m b l e m a t i c 

o f w h a t has n o w b e c o m e a w i d e s p r e a d s i tua t ion, in w h i c h harmless , power less 

intellectuals t rade the i r woes w i t h the w r e t c h e d , each suppor t ing the o t h e r in a k ind 

of pe rve r se con t r ac t — exact ly as t h e pol i t ical class and civil socie ty t rade the i r 

respect ive w o e s today, the o n e se rv ing up its c o r r u p t i o n and scandals, t h e o t h e r its 

artificial convu l s ions a n d iner t ia . N o t so l o n g ago, we saw B o u r d i e u a n d t h e A b b e 

P i e r r e offer ing themselves up in televisual sacrifice, t rad ing off b e t w e e n t h e m t h e 

p a t h o s - l a d e n l anguage and t h e sociological m e t a - l a n g u a g e o f misery . 7 A n d so, also, 

o u r en t i re socie ty i s e m b a r k e d on t h e p a t h of c o m m i s e r a t i o n in t h e literal sense, 

u n d e r cover of e c u m e n i c a l pa thos . I t i s a lmos t as t h o u g h , in a m o m e n t of in tense 

r e p e n t a n c e a m o n g intel lectuals and pol i t ic ians , a m o m e n t re la ted to t h e pan i c c u r ­

rent ly s u r r o u n d i n g h i s to ry a n d t h e tw i l igh t o f values, we h a d t o rep len ish t h e 

s tocks o f values , t h e referent ia l reserves , by appea l ing to tha t lowes t c o m m o n 

7. T h e Abbe Pierre has been a p rominent French figure since the 1950s, be ing particularly well 
k n o w n for his work wi th the homeless. Pierre Bourdieu was Professor of Sociology at the College 
de France and Director of Studies at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales. 
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d e n o m i n a t o r tha t i s h u m a n misery, r e s tock ing t h e h u n t i n g g r o u n d s w i t h artificial 

g a m e , as i t we re . ' I t is cu r r en t ly imposs ible , in n e w s and d o c u m e n t a r i e s , to s h o w 

any o t h e r spectacle than suffering' (Danie l S c h n e i d e r m a n n ) . A v i c t i m society. I 

suppose all i t is d o i n g is express ing its o w n d i s a p p o i n t m e n t and r e m o r s e for an 

u n t h i n k a b l e v io l ence against itself. 

T h e N e w Inte l lectual O r d e r e v e r y w h e r e treads the pa ths m a r k e d o u t b y t h e 

N e w W o r l d O r d e r . T h e mis fo r tune , suffering and mise ry o f o the r s have eve ry ­

w h e r e b e c o m e t h e raw mate r i a l and t h e p r i m a l scene. V i c t i m h o o d , a c c o m p a n i e d 

by h u m a n r ights , a s the only, funereal , ideology. T h o s e w h o do n o t exp lo i t i t 

direct ly and in the i r o w n n a m e do so by proxy. A n d the re i s no lack o f m i d d l e m e n 

w h o take the i r financial o r symbol ic cu t in the process. Defici t and mis fo r tune , like 

t h e i n t e rna t i ona l deb t , are t r aded a n d sold on in the futures m a r k e t — in this case 

t h e po l i t i co - in te l l ec tua l marke t , w h i c h i s qu i t e t h e equal o f the late, u n l a m e n t e d 

mi l i t a ry - indus t r i a l c o m p l e x . 

N o w , all c o m m i s e r a t i o n is par t of t h e logic of misfor tune . To refer to mis for tune , 

if on ly to c o m b a t it, is to give i t a base for object ive r e p r o d u c t i o n in perpe tu i ty . 

W h e n f ight ing against a n y t h i n g wha teve r , we have to start o u t f rom t h e evil t o be 

c o m b a t e d , neve r f rom t h e m i s f o r t u n e p r o d u c e d . 

A n d t h e thea t re of t h e t r ansparency of Evil i s t ru ly the re — in Sarajevo. T h e s u p ­

pressed canke r w h i c h c o r r u p t s all t h e rest, t h e virus of w h i c h Europe ' s paralysis i s 

t h e s y m p t o m . Europe ' s i rons are b e i n g pu l l ed o u t o f the f i r e a t t he G A T T talks, bu t 

th ings are g o i n g up in s m o k e at Sarajevo. In a sense, this is a g o o d t h i n g . T h e spe ­

c i o u s , s h a m E u r o p e , t h e E u r o p e b o t c h e d t o g e t h e r i n t h e m o s t h y p o c r i t i c a l 

convuls ions , i s c o m i n g u n s t u c k a t Sarajevo. A n d in this sense we m i g h t a lmost see 

t h e Serbs as p r o v i d i n g t h e unoff ic ia l ac id test , as demys t i fy ing t h a t p h a n t o m 

E u r o p e — t h e E u r o p e of t e c h n o c r a t i c pol i t ic ians w h o are as t r iumpha l i s t in the i r 

speeches as they are de l iquescen t in t he i r ac t ions . For we can see tha t t h e m o r e talk 
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there is of E u r o p e , the m o r e i t decays (just as the m o r e talk there is of h u m a n rights , 

t h e less t hey are respec ted) . B u t this is n o t t h e real p o i n t he re . T h e real s tory is tha t 

t h e Serbs, as t h e agents of e thn i c c leansing, are a t t he forefront of t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n 

of E u r o p e . Fo r i t i s b e i n g c o n s t r u c t e d , t h e ' real ' E u r o p e : a w h i t e E u r o p e , a w h i t e ­

w a s h e d E u r o p e , i n t e g r a t e d a n d p u r i f i e d m o r a l l y a s m u c h a s e c o n o m i c a l l y o r 

ethnically. I t is b e i n g v ic to r ious ly c o n s t r u c t e d at Sarajevo and , in this sense, w h a t is 

h a p p e n i n g the re i s n o t an acc iden t a t all, b u t a logical , a scendan t phase in t h e N e w 

E u r o p e a n O r d e r , tha t subsidiary o f t h e N e w W o r l d O r d e r , e v e r y w h e r e cha rac t e r ­

ized by ' w h i t e ' fundamenta l i sm, p r o t e c t i o n i s m , d i s c r imina t ion a n d con t ro l . 

I t i s said that i f we jus t leave th ings to h a p p e n a t Sarajevo we shall be t h e n e x t to 

'ge t i t ' . B u t we have already go t it. All t he E u r o p e a n c o u n t r i e s are u n d e r g o i n g 

e t h n i c c l eans ing . T h i s i s t h e real E u r o p e t a k i n g shape i n t h e s h a d o w o f t h e 

Par l iaments , a n d its spearhead is Serbia. I t i s no use ta lk ing a b o u t s o m e sort of pas ­

sivity or powerlessness to react , since w h a t we have he re is a p r o g r a m m e cu r ren t ly 

b e i n g ca r r i ed ou t , a p r o g r a m m e in w h i c h Bosn ia i s me re ly t h e n e w frontier . W h y 

do y o u t h i n k Le Pen has largely d i sappeared f rom t h e poli t ical stage? Because t h e 

subs tance of his ideas has e v e r y w h e r e fil tered i n t o the pol i t ical class in t h e f o r m of 

na t iona l o p t - o u t s , cross-par ty unity, Eu ro -na t i ona l i s t inst incts and p r o t e c t i o n i s m . 

T h e r e i s no n e e d n o w for Le Pen , s ince he has w o n , n o t politically, b u t virally - in 

menta l i t i es . W h y shou ld this s top at Sarajevo, s ince w h a t is at stake is exact ly t h e 

same? Solidari ty will n o t m a k e a j o t of difference to all this. I t will e n d miraculous ly 

the day t h e e x t e r m i n a t i o n i s c o m p l e t e , t h e day the d e m a r c a t i o n l ine o f ' w h i t e ' 

E u r o p e has b e e n d r a w n . I t i s as t h o u g h E u r o p e , i r respect ive of na t iona l d is t inct ions 

and poli t ical differences, had ' t aken o u t a con t r ac t ' w i t h t h e Serbs, w h o have d o n e 

t h e d i r ty d e e d for it, as the Wes t o n c e t o o k o u t a con t rac t on I ran w i t h S a d d a m 

Husse in . Only , w h e n the h i r ed g u n goes t o o far, h e t o o m a y have t o b e b u m p e d 

off. T h e opera t ions against Iraq and Somal ia w e r e relative failures f rom t h e p o i n t of 
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v i e w o f t h e N e w W o r l d O r d e r ; so far a s the N e w E u r o p e a n O r d e r i s c o n c e r n e d , 

the B o s n i a n o p e r a t i o n seems set to succeed . 

T h e Bosn ians k n o w this. T h e y k n o w they are c o n d e m n e d b y t h e i n t e rna t i ona l 

d e m o c r a t i c order , n o t by s o m e h a n g o v e r f rom t h e past o r s o m e m o n s t r o u s exc res ­

c e n c e called fascism. T h e y k n o w they are d o o m e d t o b e e x t e r m i n a t e d o r ban i shed 

or e x c l u d e d , like all h e t e r o g e n e o u s , refractory e l emen t s t h e w o r l d over - i r r e v o c ­

ably so because , w h e t h e r t h e k i n d souls and b a d consc iences of t h e West like i t o r 

no t , tha t i s t h e inexorab le pa th o f progress . T h e p r i ce to pay for m o d e r n E u r o p e 

wil l be t h e eradica t ion o f M u s l i m s a n d Arabs, w h o are i n d e e d already b e i n g e r ad ­

ica ted e v e r y w h e r e , excep t w h e r e they r ema in as i m m i g r a n t slaves. A n d the ma jo r 

ob jec t ion to t h e b a d - c o n s c i e n c e offensive, as mob i l i z ed in m e d i a h a p p e n i n g s like 

t h e o n e a t S t rasbourg , i s that , by p e r p e t u a t i n g the imag e of t h e a l leged power l e s s -

ness of E u r o p e a n policies a n d t h e imag e of a W e s t e r n consc ience racked by its o w n 

i m p o t e n c e , i t provides a cover for t h e real o p e r a t i o n by l e n d i n g i t t h e spiri tual 

benef i t o f t h e d o u b t . 

T h e peop le of Sarajevo s h o w n on A r t e certainly l ooked as i f they had no illusions 

a n d no h o p e , b u t they d id n o t l o o k like po ten t i a l mar ty r s . Far f rom it. T h e y had 

the i r object ive mis for tune , b u t t h e real w r e t c h e d n e s s , tha t of the false apostles and 

vo lun t a ry mar tyrs , was on t h e o t h e r side. N o w , as has very r ight ly b e e n said, ' in the 

hereafter n o h e e d will b e pa id t o v o l u n t a r y m a r t y r d o m ' . 

7 January 1993 
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O t h e r n e s s Surgery 

W i t h m o d e r n i t y , w e en t e r t h e age o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t h e O t h e r . T h e a i m i s n o 

l onge r to kill t h e O t h e r , d e v o u r it, s educe it, vie w i t h it, love i t or ha te it, bu t , in 

the first ins tance, to p r o d u c e it. T h e O t h e r i s no l onge r an object of passion, b u t an 

object of p r o d u c t i o n . Perhaps , in its radical o the rnes s or its i r r educ ib le singularity, 

t h e O t h e r has b e c o m e dange rous o r unbea rab le , a n d its seduct ive p o w e r has to be 

exorc ized? Or pe rhaps , qu i te simply, o the rnes s and t h e dual re la t ion progressively 

disappear w i t h the rise o f indiv idual values a n d t h e des t ruc t ion o f symbol i c ones? 

T h e fact r emains that o the rness does c o m e to be in shor t supply and , i f we are not 

to live otherness as destiny, the other has to be produced imperatively as difference. T h i s goes 

for t h e w o r l d as m u c h as for t h e body, sex a n d social relat ions. I t is to escape t h e 

w o r l d as destiny, t h e b o d y as destiny, sex (and t h e oppos i t e sex) as destiny, tha t t h e 

p r o d u c t i o n of t h e o t h e r as difference wil l be inven ted . Fo r e x a m p l e , sexual differ­

ence : each sex w i t h its ana tomica l and psycho log ica l characteris t ics , w i t h its o w n 

desire and all t h e irresolvable consequences that ensue, inc lud ing the ideo logy of sex 

and the Utopia of a difference based b o t h in r i gh t a n d in na tu re . N o n e of this has 

any m e a n i n g in seduc t ion , w h e r e i t i s a ques t i on n o t of desire b u t of a g a m e w i t h 
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desire, a n d w h e r e i t i s a ques t i on n o t of t h e equal i ty of the sexes or t h e a l iena t ion 

of the o n e by t h e o the r , s ince g a m e - p l a y i n g involves a perfect rec iproc i ty of p a r t ­

ners (not difference a n d a l iena t ion , b u t o the rnes s a n d compl ic i ty ) . S e d u c t i o n is as 

far f rom hyster ia as can be . N e i t h e r of t h e sexes projects its sexual i ty on to t h e 

o t h e r ; t h e distances are given; o the rnes s is in tac t - i t is t h e ve ry c o n d i t i o n of that 

h i g h e r i l lusion that is play w i t h desire. 

H o w e v e r , w i t h t h e c o m i n g of t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y and R o m a n t i c i s m , a mas­

culine hysteria c o m e s i n t o play a n d w i t h i t a c h a n g e in the sexual pa r ad igm, w h i c h 

we m u s t o n c e again si tuate w i t h i n t h e m o r e genera l , universal f r a m e w o r k o f t h e 

c h a n g e in t h e p a r a d i g m of o the rnes s . 

In this hysterical phase, i t was, so to speak, t h e femin in i ty of m a n w h i c h p r o ­

j e c t e d i tself on to w o m a n a n d s h a p e d h e r a s an ideal f igure in his i m a g e . In 

R o m a n t i c love, the a i m was n o t n o w t o c o n q u e r t h e w o m a n , t o seduce her , b u t t o 

create h e r f rom t h e inside, to inven t her , in s o m e cases as ach ieved Utopian vis ion, 

as ideal ized w o m a n , in o thers as jemme jatale, as star - a n o t h e r hyster ical , s u p e r n a t ­

ural m e t a p h o r . T h e R o m a n t i c Eros can be c red i ted w i t h hav ing i n v e n t e d this ideal 

o f h a r m o n y , o f l ov ing fusion, this ideal o f an a lmos t i n c e s t u o u s f o r m o f t w i n 

be ings — t h e w o m a n as project ive resur rec t ion of t h e same, w h o assumes h e r supe r ­

natural f o r m on ly as ideal of t h e same, an artefact d o o m e d hence fo r th to Vamour ox, 

in o t h e r words , to a pa thos of t h e ideal r e semblance of beings and sexes - a pa the t ic 

c o n f u s i o n w h i c h subs t i tu tes for t h e d u a l o t h e r n e s s o f s e d u c t i o n . T h e w h o l e 

mechan i c s of the erot ic changes m e a n i n g , for the erot ic a t t ract ion w h i c h previously 

arose o u t o f o the rness , o u t o f t h e s t rangeness o f t h e O t h e r , n o w finds its s t imulus 

in sameness - in similari ty a n d re semblance . A u t o - e r o t i c i s m , incest? N o . R a t h e r a 

hypostasis o f t h e Same . Of t h e same eye ing up t h e o ther , inves t ing itself i n t h e 

o ther , a l iena t ing itself in the o t h e r - b u t t h e o t h e r i s on ly ever t h e e p h e m e r a l f o r m 

of a difference w h i c h br ings me closer to m e . T h i s i n d e e d i s why, w i t h R o m a n t i c 
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love and all its c u r r e n t spin-offs, sexual i ty b e c o m e s c o n n e c t e d w i t h dea th : i t is 

because i t b e c o m e s c o n n e c t e d w i t h incest a n d its des t iny - even in bana l i zed f o r m 

(for we are no l onge r speaking o f my th i c , t ragic incest here ; w i t h m o d e r n erot ic ism 

we are dea l ing w i t h a s econda ry inces tuous f o r m - of t h e p r o t e c t i o n of t h e same in 

t h e image of t h e o t h e r - w h i c h a m o u n t s to a confus ion and c o r r u p t i o n of all 

images) . 

We have h e r e t h e n , i n the e n d , t h e i n v e n t i o n o f a f emin in i ty w h i c h r ende r s 

w o m a n super f luous . T h e i n v e n t i o n of a difference w h i c h i s m e r e l y a r o u n d a b o u t 

c o p u l a t i o n w i t h its d o u b l e . A n d w h i c h , a t b o t t o m , r ende r s any e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

o t h e r n e s s imposs ib le (it w o u l d b e in t e re s t ing t o k n o w w h e t h e r t h e r e was n o t any 

hyster ica l q u i d p r o q u o f rom t h e f e m i n i n e in t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a vir i le , phal l ic 

m y t h o l o g y ; f e m i n i s m b e i n g o n e such e x a m p l e o f t h e hys te r ic iza t ion o f t h e m a s ­

cu l ine i n w o m a n , o f t h e hyster ica l p r o j e c t i o n o f h e r mascu l in i t y i n t h e exac t 

i m a g e o f t h e hys ter ica l p r o j e c t i o n by m a n o f his f emin in i ty i n t o a my th i ca l i m a g e 

o f w o m a n ) . 

H o w e v e r , t he r e still r emains a d i s s y m m e t r y in this enforced ass ignment to dif­

ference. 

Th i s is w h y I have c o n t e n d e d , paradoxically, tha t m a n is m o r e different f rom 

w o m a n t h a n w o m a n i s f rom m a n . I m e a n that , w i t h i n the f r amework of sexual dif­

ference, m a n i s mere ly different, whereas in w o m a n there remains s o m e t h i n g of the 

radical o the rnes s w h i c h precedes t h e debased status o f difference. 

In shor t , i n this process o f ex t r apo la t ion o f t h e S a m e in to t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t h e 

O t h e r , of hyster ical i nven t ion of t h e sexual o t h e r as t w i n sister or b r o t h e r (if t h e 

t w i n t h e m e is so p r o m i n e n t today, that is because i t reflects this m o d e of l ibidinal 

c lon ing) , t h e sexes b e c o m e progressively assimilated to each o ther . Th i s develops 

from difference to lesser difference t h r o u g h to the p o i n t of role-reversal and t h e v i r ­

tual non-d i f f e ren t i a t ion of t h e sexes. A n d i t ends up m a k i n g sexual i ty a useless 
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func t ion . In c lon ing , for e x a m p l e , point lessly sexed be ings are g o i n g to be r e p r o ­

d u c e d , s ince sexual i ty i s no l o n g e r n e e d e d for the i r r e p r o d u c t i o n . 

I f t h e real w o m a n seems to disappear in this hysterical i nven t ion of t h e f emin ine 

( t h o u g h she has o t h e r m e a n s of resisting this), in this i nven t ion of sexual difference, 

i n w h i c h t h e mascu l ine occupies t h e p r iv i l eged po l e f rom t h e outse t , a n d in w h i c h 

all t h e feminist s truggles will mere ly reassert tha t insoluble pr iv i lege or difference, 

we m u s t r ecogn ize t o o tha t mascu l ine desire also b e c o m e s ent i re ly p rob lemat ica l 

since i t is able on ly to project itself i n to a n o t h e r in its image and, in this way, r ende r 

itself pure ly speculative. So all t he nonsense a b o u t t h e phallus and male sexual p r i v ­

ilege, etc . needs revising. T h e r e is a k i n d of t r anscenden t ju s t i ce w h i c h m e a n s 

that , in this process o f sexual different ia t ion w h i c h cu lmina tes inexorab ly in n o n -

di f ferent ia t ion , t h e t w o sexes e a c h lose a s m u c h o f the i r s ingu la r i ty a n d the i r 

o the rnes s . Th i s i s t h e era of t h e Transsexual , in w h i c h all t h e conflicts c o n n e c t e d 

w i t h this sexual difference car ry on l o n g after any real sexuality, any real a l ter i ty of 

t h e sexes, has d isappeared . 

E a c h indiv idual repeats on his o r h e r o w n b o d y this (successful?) t akeover o f t h e 

f emin ine by mascu l ine p ro jec t ion hyster ia . T h e b o d y i s identif ied and app rop r i a t ed 

as a se l f -project ion, and no l o n g e r as o the rnes s and destiny. In t h e facial features, in 

sex, in sickness and dea th , iden t i ty i s cons tan t ly b e i n g al tered. You can do n o t h i n g 

a b o u t tha t . I t is destiny. B u t this is precisely w h a t has to be w a r d e d off at all costs 

in t h e ident i f ica t ion o f t h e body, t h e ind iv idua l a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f t h e body , o f y o u r 

desire, y o u r appea rance , y o u r image : plastic surgery on all fronts. For i f t h e b o d y is 

no l o n g e r a site of o the rness , of a dual re la t ion , if i t is a site of ident i f ica t ion, t h e n 

y o u have u rgen t l y to reconc i le yourse l f w i t h it, to repair it, perfect it, t u r n i t i n t o 

an ideal objec t . E v e r y o n e treats h i s / h e r b o d y as m a n treats w o m a n in t h e project ive 

ident i f ica t ion we have descr ibed : he invests it as a fetish in a despera te a t t e m p t at 

self- ident if icat ion. T h e b o d y b e c o m e s an objec t o f autistic wor sh ip , o f an a lmost 
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i nces tuous m a n i p u l a t i o n . A n d i t i s t h e body ' s r e semblance to its m o d e l w h i c h 

b e c o m e s a source of erot ic ism and u n c o n s u m m a t e d self-seduct ion, insofar as i t v i r ­

tually exc ludes t h e O t h e r and i s t h e best m e a n s of e x c l u d i n g any s e d u c t i o n from 

e lsewhere . 

M a n y o t h e r things relate also to this p r o d u c t i o n of the O t h e r - a hysterical, spec ­

ulative p r o d u c t i o n . R a c i s m i s o n e e x a m p l e , in its d e v e l o p m e n t t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

m o d e r n era a n d its c u r r e n t r ec rudescence . Logically, i t o u g h t to have dec l ined w i t h 

progress and t h e spread o f E n l i g h t e n m e n t . B u t the m o r e w e lea rn h o w u n f o u n d e d 

the gene t i c t h e o r y of race is, t h e m o r e rac ism intensifies. Th i s i s because we are 

deal ing w i t h an artificial cons t ruc t ion of t h e O t h e r , on t h e basis of an eros ion of the 

s ingular i ty o f cul tures (of the i r o the rness o n e to ano the r ) and en t ry i n t o t h e fet ish-

istic system of difference. So l o n g as t he r e is o the rnes s , alienness and a (possibly 

violent) dual re la t ion , t he r e is no racism p r o p e r l y so called. T h a t is to say, roughly , 

up to the e i g h t e e n t h century , as an th ropo log ica l accoun t s attest. O n c e this ' na tu ra l ' 

re lat ion i s lost, we e n t e r u p o n an e x p o n e n t i a l re la t ion w i t h an artificial O t h e r . A n d 

there i s n o t h i n g in o u r cu l ture w i t h w h i c h we can s t amp o u t racism, s ince t h e 

ent ire m o v e m e n t of that cul ture is towards a fanatical differential cons t ruc t ion of the 

O t h e r , and a p e r p e t u a l ex t rapo la t ion o f t h e S a m e t h r o u g h the O t h e r . Aut is t ic c u l ­

ture pos ing as a l t ru ism. 

We talk of al ienat ion. B u t the wors t al ienat ion is n o t be ing dispossessed by t he 

other , b u t b e i n g dispossessed of t he o the r : i t is having to p r o d u c e the o t h e r in the 

absence of the o ther , and so cont inual ly to be t h r o w n back on oneself and one's o w n 

image . If, today, we are c o n d e m n e d to o u r imag e (to cultivate o u r bod ies , o u r 

' looks ' , o u r identities, o u r desires), this is n o t because of alienation, bu t because of the 

end of a l ienat ion and the virtual disappearance of the other , w h i c h is a m u c h worse 

fate. In fact, t he definition of alienation is to take oneself as one's focus, as one's object 

of care, desire, suffering and c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Th i s definitive shor t -c i rcu i t ing of the 
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o t h e r ushers in the era of transparency. Plastic surgery b e c o m e s universal. A n d the 

surgery p e r f o r m e d on the face and the b o d y is mere ly the s y m p t o m of a m o r e r ad ­

ical surgery: that pe r fo rmed on o therness and destiny. 

W h a t i s t h e so lu t ion? T h e r e i s no so lu t ion to this erot ic t r e n d w i t h i n an en t i re 

cu l tu re ; to this fascination, this wh i r l of denial of o the rness , of all tha t is alien a n d 

negat ive; to this foreclosing of evil and this reconci l ia t ion a r o u n d the S a m e and its 

mul t ip le figures: incest, aut ism, twinship , c lon ing . All we can do is r e m i n d ourselves 

tha t s e d u c t i o n lies in n o n - r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h t h e o ther , in p r e se rv ing t h e alien 

status o f t h e O t h e r . O n e m u s t n o t b e r econc i l ed w i t h onesel f o r w i t h one 's body. 

O n e m u s t n o t b e r econc i l ed w i t h t h e o the r , o n e m u s t n o t b e r econc i l ed w i t h 

na tu re , o n e m u s t n o t b e r econc i l ed w i t h t h e f emin ine (that goes for w o m e n t o o ) . 

T h e r e i n lies the secret of a s t range a t t rac t ion . 

5 July 1993 
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The P o w e r l e s s n e s s o f the V i r t u a l 

A recen t ep i sode : s tudents d e m o n s t r a t e a n d h o l d up t h e T G V in A n g o u l e m e sta­

t ion . T h e y p o u r d o w n b o t h sides o f the t rain, past t h e passengers si t t ing mot ion le s s 

b e h i n d the i r t i n t ed w i n d o w s . A s h o u t he r e a n d a slogan there . An occas ional o u t ­

burs t of rage — b u t against w h o m ? It is as t h o u g h they w e r e b a r k i n g at an artificial 

satellite. Fo r t h e T G V is vi r tual reality crossing France in vitro - an e m b o d i m e n t of 

speed, m o n e y and all those things w h i c h circulate — conf ron ted he re w i t h their very 

real w o r l d of po ten t i a l u n e m p l o y m e n t . A surrealistic conf ron ta t ion b e t w e e n t ime's 

a r r o w and a y o u t h already spent . All they wil l wres t f rom the t ransparency of t h e 

r i ch i s this t en m i n u t e s o f immobi l i ty , this t e n - m i n u t e freezing of the TV spec ta ­

cle of w h i c h they are t h e v ic t ims . 

A s c a l e d - d o w n vers ion of the clash b e t w e e n t h e real and the v i r tua l a n d its 

fantastic c o n s e q u e n c e s a t t he p lane ta ry level: t h e dissociat ion b e t w e e n a ve ry h i g h -

f requency vi r tua l space and a z e r o - f r e q u e n c y real space. T h e t w o no l o n g e r have 

a n y t h i n g i n c o m m o n , n o r i s the re any c o m m u n i c a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e m : t h e u n c o n ­

di t ional ex tens ion o f t h e virtual (wh ich inc ludes n o t ju s t t he n e w images o r r e m o t e 

s imula t ion , b u t t h e w h o l e cyberspace o f geo - f inance , t h e space o f m u l t i m e d i a and 
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t h e i n f o r m a t i o n supe rh ighways ) b r i n g s w i t h i t an u n p r e c e d e n t e d deser t i f i ca t ion 

o f real space a n d o f all t ha t s u r r o u n d s us . T h e i n f o r m a t i o n s u p e r h i g h w a y s wil l 

have t h e s a m e effect a s o u r p r e s e n t s u p e r h i g h w a y s o r m o t o r w a y s . T h e y wil l 

cance l o u t t h e l andscape , lay was te to t h e t e r r i t o r y and abol i sh real d is tances . 

W h a t i s m e r e l y physical a n d g e o g r a p h i c a l i n t h e case o f o u r m o t o r w a y s wi l l 

a ssume its full d i m e n s i o n s in t h e e l ec t ron i c field w i t h the a b o l i t i o n of m e n t a l d i s ­

tances a n d t h e absolu te sh r inkage of t i m e . All sho r t circuits (and t h e es tab l i shment 

o f this p l ane t a ry hype r space i s t a n t a m o u n t t o o n e i m m e n s e s h o r t c ircui t) p r o d u c e 

e lec t r ic shocks . W h a t we see e m e r g i n g h e r e i s no l o n g e r m e r e l y t e r r i to r i a l deser t , 

b u t social dese r t , e m p l o y m e n t deser t , t h e b o d y itself b e i n g laid was te by t h e v e r y 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f i n f o r m a t i o n . A k i n d o f B ig C r u n c h , c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s w i t h t h e 

B i g B a n g o f t h e f inancial m a r k e t s a n d t h e i n f o r m a t i o n n e t w o r k s . W e are m e r e l y 

a t t h e d a w n i n g o f t h e process , b u t t h e was te a n d t h e was te lands are a l ready g r o w ­

i n g m u c h faster t h a n t h e c o m p u t e r i z a t i o n process itself. T h e t w o w o r l d s , t h o u g h 

l i teral ly c u t off f rom each o the r , are equal ly e x p o n e n t i a l . B u t t h e d i s c r epancy 

b e t w e e n t h e m does n o t c rea te any n e w pol i t ica l s i tua t ion o r g e n u i n e crisis, for 

m e m o r y fades a t t h e same t i m e as does t h e real. T h e d i sc repancy i s o n l y v i r tua l ly 

ca tas t roph ic . 

A n o t h e r catas t rophic prospect , o f w h i c h n o n e o f t h e c h a m p i o n s o f t h e v i r tua l o f 

w h a t e v e r s t amp have any ink l ing ( w h e t h e r we are ta lk ing o f t h e occu l t masters o f 

w o r l d f inance or t h e p r o p o n e n t s of a universal d e m o c r a c y of i n f o r m a t i o n ) , i s t h e 

p h e n o m e n o n o f critical mass. We k n o w h o w this opera tes a t t h e cosmolog ica l level: 

i f t h e mass of t h e universe i s b e l o w a ce r ta in th re sho ld , t h e un iverse goes on 

e x p a n d i n g and the B ig Bang goes on to infinity. I f i t is above this threshold , the u n i ­

verse implodes and contracts in a Big C r u n c h . N o w , w i t h o u t wish ing to exaggerate , 

t h e sphere of i n fo rma t ion (unde r s t and ing by this, o n c e again, the orbi tal c i rculat ion 

in real t i m e b o t h of m o n e y and images or messages) i s in danger , g iven t h e prospec t 
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of infini te d e v e l o p m e n t - t h e universal c o n n e c t i o n of all t h e n e t w o r k s we are 

p r o m i s e d — of e x p e r i e n c i n g a bru ta l revers ion of t h e same k i n d . W i t h t h e in for ­

m a t i o n supe rh ighways , i t w o u l d s e e m we are d o i n g all we can to get b e y o n d this 

crit ical th resho ld . W h e r e its d e w y - e y e d advocates see on ly a marve l lous cen t r i fu ­

gal expans ion , are we n o t m o v i n g towards such a d e g r e e of sa tura t ion a n d dens i ty 

that a deflat ion and au toma t i c collapse wil l ensue? A n d this eventual i ty is no l onge r 

the p r o d u c t of a discrepancy b e t w e e n an ul t ra-sophis t icated, u l t r a - c o n n e c t e d sphere 

and t h e was te land of t h e rest o f t h e w o r l d (the i n f o r m a t i o n F o u r t h W o r l d ) , b u t a 

ca tas t rophe in te rna l to the v i r tua l h i g h - t e c h w o r l d - an imp los ion by e x c e e d i n g of 

t h e crit ical mass. 

W e m a y i n d e e d ask ourse lves w h e t h e r w e have n o t a l ready passed this t h r e s h ­

o ld a n d w h e t h e r t h e i n f o r m a t i o n ca t a s t rophe has n o t a lready o c c u r r e d , insofar a s 

t h e m u l t i m e d i a p ro fus ion o f data cance l s i tself o u t a n d t h e b a l a n c e shee t i n 

t e r m s of subs t ance of i n f o r m a t i o n is a l ready a nega t ive o n e . T h e r e is a p r e c e d e n t 

h e r e i n t h e f o r m o f t h e ' soc ia l ' : w e are a l ready wel l b e y o n d t h e t h r e s h o l d o f t h e 

cr i t ical social mass w i t h t h e p ro fus ion o f p o p u l a t i o n s , c o n t r o l n e t w o r k s , soc ia l ­

iza t ion , c o m m u n i c a t i o n , in te rac t iv i ty a n d w i t h t h e e x t r a p o l a t i o n o f t h e ' socia l ' a s 

a ca tch -a l l c a t e g o r y — a m o v e w h i c h is even n o w caus ing t h e real s p h e r e of t h e 

social a n d its c o n c e p t t o i m p l o d e . W h e n e v e r y t h i n g i s social , s u d d e n l y n o t h i n g 

is. 

B u t pe rhaps b e n e a t h this c razed t e chno log i ca l o p t i m i s m , this messianic i ncan t a ­

t ion of t h e vir tual , o u r d r e a m is of ju s t this critical threshold , and this phase-reversal 

o f the sphere o f i n f o r m a t i o n . N o t h a v i n g e x p e r i e n c e d this m o m e n t o u s event , this 

genera l i m p l o s i o n a t t h e w o r l d level, we m i g h t be said to be en joy ing i t e x p e r i ­

mentally, a t t he level of a m i c r o - m o d e l . G i v e n t h e acce lera t ion of t h e process , i t 

may n o t be far f rom actually o c c u r r i n g . We shou ld , t hen , hear t i ly e n c o u r a g e this 

massive m e l t d o w n o f i n f o r m a t i o n and c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
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At any rate, t he r e is still an a l ternat ive hypothes i s . Th i s is tha t t h e p i c tu re we are 

g iven of t h e p o w e r of vi r tual t e c h n o l o g i e s - f rom t h e irresistible p r o m o t i o n of v i r ­

tual reali ty t o t h e uncon t ro l l ab le p o w e r o f those n e w masters o f the universe , t h e 

lords of Microsof t and te le-capi ta l i sm (Le Monde diplomatique, M a y 1995) - largely 

represents m e d i a h y p e reflect ing the se l f -hyping of those mi l ieus themselves ( the 

w h o l e process is a se l f -dr iving l o o p ) . 

O n e o f t w o th ings mus t be t h e case. E i t h e r t h e w h o l e w o r l d i s i n thrall t o these 

t e c h n o l o g i c a l b a r o n s , w h o m i g h t b e said t o b e c o n c e n t r a t i n g every k i n d o f real 

power in t he i r o w n hands ; in this case, all we can do is d isappear , s ince in this s c e ­

na r io we are already vir tual ly w i p e d off t h e m a p - a n d t h e te r r i to ry . Or this i s n o t 

t h e w a y th ings are a t all a n d this w h o l e s to ry i s v i r tua l t o o . T h e p o w e r o f t h e v i r ­

tual is m e r e l y v i r tua l . T h i s is w h y i t can intensify in such a m i n d - b o g g l i n g w a y 

and , m o v i n g ever fu r the r f r o m t h e so -ca l l ed ' rea l ' w o r l d , i tself lose h o l d o f any 

real i ty p r i n c i p l e . F o r these t e c h n i c a l forces t o e x t e n d the i r g r i p ove r t h e w o r l d , 

t hey w o u l d have to have a p u r p o s e — p o w e r m u s t be p o w e r to s o m e end - b u t 

t hey do n o t . All t h e y can do i s t r a n s c r i b e t hemse lves indef in i te ly i n t o t he i r o w n 

n e t w o r k s , t he i r o w n codes . E v e n specula t ive capi tal rarely c o m e s o u t o f its o rb i t : 

i t i s amassed a n d lost in its o w n specula t ive v a c u u m . As for t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of 

this m e d i a p o w e r i n t o pol i t ica l p o w e r , we have seen , i n t h e case o f B e r l u s c o n i , 

t ha t i t failed at t h e first h u r d l e , c o n t r a r y to t h e thesis of t h e m e d i a coup d'etat 

( a c c o r d i n g t o w h i c h , o n c e y o u h a d g a i n e d c o n t r o l o f t h e e c o n o m y a n d c o m m u ­

n ica t ions , i t was mere ly a fo rmal i ty to seize pol i t ica l p o w e r ) . 8 We w e r e f r igh tened 

by an o v e r - e s t i m a t i o n o f m e d i a p o w e r , whi l s t t h e m e d i a in fact sap t h e reali ty o f 

all p o w e r , for b e t t e r or for w o r s e . I t i s an inev i tab le c o n s e q u e n c e of v i r tua l i ty : 

8. Berlusconi's government lasted for seven months , falling when U m b e r t o Bossi's Lega N o r d 
pulled ou t of the coalition. 

a 
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t he re can be no strategy o f t he vir tual , s ince t h e on ly strategies n o w are themse lves 

v i r tua l o n e s . 

So there are no 'masters o f t h e un iverse ' . T h e r e are on ly masters o f t ransparency, 

and jus t because the i r m o n e y , p roduc t s a n d ideas cross t h e b o r d e r s of a g lobal ized 

marke t u n h i n d e r e d , that i s no reason to b e n d the k n e e to this sup remacy of t h e v i r ­

tual in w h a t w o u l d mere ly be a n e w f o r m of v o l u n t a r y serv i tude . 

6June 1995 
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I t has taken a s u p e r h u m a n effort and t h r e e years of sporadic massacres, and , m o s t 

impor tan t ly , i t has n e e d e d t h e forces o f t h e i n t e rna t iona l c o m m u n i t y t o be h u ­

mi l ia ted , b u t i t seems that — g r u d g i n g l y and w i t h every possible rese rva t ion -

Wes t e rn o p i n i o n has finally recogn ized t h e Serbs as t h e aggressors. Th i s r ecogn i t ion 

seems to represent t h e u l t ima te in f i rmness and lucidity. T h e fact i s tha t we have, a t 

last, go t to t h e s tar t ing l ine in this war . E v e n those w h o reject t h e official d o c t r i n e 

of t h e 'be l l igerents ' a n d are l o n g - s t a n d i n g critics of Serb aggression are ce lebra t ing 

this t u r n a b o u t as a victory, naively h o p i n g that t h e W e s t e r n power s n o w have no 

a l ternat ive b u t to p u t an e n d to t h e aggress ion. Clearly, n o t h i n g o f t h e k i n d will 

occur . T h i s ent i rely p la ton ic r ecogn i t i on of t h e vic t imizers as v ic t imizers in no way 

entails r e c o g n i z i n g t h e v ic t ims as v ic t ims . To be fooled i n t o t h i n k i n g tha t i t does , 

o n e has t o share t h e evangelical idealism o f those w h o bel ieve tha t t h e ' d ep th s o f 

r id icu le a n d d i s h o n o u r ' have b e e n p l u m b e d and that the i n t e rna t iona l p o w e r s and 

a ' suicidal ' E u r o p e can be called on to recover themselves , w i t h o u t real iz ing for a 

m o m e n t t h e futility of such efforts. T h i s , i n d e e d , i s every b i t a m a t c h for t h e 

pol i t ic ians ' endless hypocrisy. R e c r i m i n a t i o n goes h a n d in glove w i t h t h e c r i m e , 
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and t h e t w o proliferate in an i n t e r m i n a b l e o rches t r a t ion o f t h e event . S ince t h e 

Wes t e rn consc ience takes i t u p o n itself to m o u r n the si tuat ion, since i t m o n o p o l i z e s 

b o t h t h e hypocr i sy and g o o d i n t en t i ons , i t i s unde r s t andab l e tha t t h e m u r d e r e r 

shou ld re ta in his m o n o p o l y b o t h o f a r rogance a n d c r i m e . 

In fact, n e i t h e r the g ro t e sque gest icula t ions o f t h e i n t e rna t i ona l forces n o r t h e 

d isgus ted l a m e n t a t i o n s o f t h e representa t ives o f g o o d causes can have any real 

effect, because we have n o t t aken t h e decisive step — t h e final step — in t h e analysis 

o f the s i tuat ion. No o n e dares, o r wants , to take that step, w h i c h i s to recognize , n o t 

s imply tha t the Serbs are t h e aggressors (wh ich is to state the obvious) , b u t that they 

are o u r object ive allies in a c leansing o p e r a t i o n for a future E u r o p e w h e r e the re are 

no a w k w a r d mino r i t i e s a n d for a N e w W o r l d O r d e r w h e r e the re i s no radical 

o p p o s i t i o n to its o w n values — t h e values of t h e d e m o c r a t i c d ic ta to rsh ip of h u m a n 

r ights a n d t h e t ransparency o f marke t s . 

In all this , i t i s t h e q u e s t i o n of t h e evil w h i c h is a t issue. H a v i n g d e n o u n c e d t h e 

Serbs a s ' d a n g e r o u s p sychopa ths ' , we c o n g r a t u l a t e ourselves on h a v i n g p i n p o i n t e d 

t h e evil w i t h o u t d o u b t i n g for a s e c o n d t h e p u r i t y o f o u r d e m o c r a t i c i n t e n t i o n s . 

We be l ieve we have d o n e all tha t i s needfu l by p o i n t i n g to t h e Serbs as b a d - b u t 

n o t a s t h e enemy. A n d w i t h g o o d reason , since, on t h e w o r l d front, we Wes t e rne r s 

and E u r o p e a n s are f ight ing exactly t h e same e n e m y as they are: Islam, t h e Mus l ims . 

W e are f i g h t i n g t h e m e v e r y w h e r e : i n C h e c h n y a w i t h t h e Russ i ans ( w h e r e t h e 

West displays t h e same shameful t o l e r ance ) ; i n Alger ia , w h e r e we d e n o u n c e t h e 

mi l i t a ry g o v e r n m e n t w h i l e p r o v i d i n g a l l -ou t logist ical s u p p o r t ( there , as i f by 

chance , t h e f ine souls w h o s t igmat ize t h e official d o c t r i n e o f t h e ' be l l ige ren t s ' i n 

Bosn ia use precisely t h e same l anguage : state t e r r o r i s m against fundamenta l i s t t e r ­

ro r i sm — t h e o n e side as b a d as t h e o the r . A n d w e , the i m p o t e n t o n l o o k e r s a m i d 

this b a r b a r i s m — as t h o u g h state t e r r o r i s m w e r e n o t precise ly o u r t e r r o r i s m — 

already use i t i n o u r o w n c o u n t r i e s i n h o m e o p a t h i c doses) . In shor t , we m a y wel l 
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b o m b a r d a few Serb pos i t ions w i t h s m o k e b o m b s , b u t we wil l n o t really i n t e r v e n e 

against t h e m since t hey are d o i n g basically t h e s a m e w o r k as we are. We w o u l d 

m o r e readily b reak t h e backs o f t h e v ic t ims i f we had to, to settle the confl ict . T h e 

v ic t ims , w h e n they p u t u p s o m e t o k e n defence , are m u c h m o r e a w k w a r d than 

t he i r p e r s e c u t o r s a n d y o u will see tha t i t wi l l be t h e B o s n i a n M u s l i m s t h e R a p i d 

I n t e r v e n t i o n Force are soon forced to l iqu ida te a n d neutra l ize . I f a sizeable M u s l i m 

offensive w e r e m o u n t e d , t h e n y o u w o u l d see t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l force b e c o m i n g 

really effective. 

T h i s i s t h e real reason w h y this w a r i s i n t e r m i n a b l e . I f we t h i n k a b o u t it, w i t h ­

o u t this deep- leve l col lus ion, despi te all appearances (but t h e appearances , in the i r 

ambigui ty , tell the i r o w n s tory) , w i t h o u t this object ive all iance ( w i t h o u t i t b e i n g 

in t en t iona l o r de l ibera te) , t he re i s no reason w h y t h e w a r shou ld n o t already be 

over. I t i s exact ly t h e same scenar io as w i t h S a d d a m Husse in . We fough t h i m w i t h 

t h e full p a n o p l y of m e d i a and t e chno log i ca l d e p l o y m e n t . B u t he was none the le s s — 

and r ema ins still - o u r object ive ally. He has b e e n reviled, d e n o u n c e d a n d s t igma­

t ized in t h e n a m e of h u m a n r ights , b u t he i s none the le s s o u r objec t ive ally against 

I ran, against t h e Kurds , against t h e Shi ' i tes . A n d tha t i s o n e of t h e reasons w h y that 

w a r (the Gu l f War) did n o t really take place: Saddam never was o u r real enemy. A n d 

i t i s t h e same w i t h t h e Serbs, for w h o m in a way we p rov ide cover, d e n o u n c i n g 

t h e m as b e y o n d t h e pale, w h i l e c o n t i n u i n g to let t h e m do the i r w o r k . 

T h e w h o l e p r o b l e m i s to c o n v i n c e t h e Bosn ians they are responsible for the i r 

o w n p r e d i c a m e n t . I f we c a n n o t do this by d ip lomacy, a s we have b e e n t r y ing to do 

for t w o years, we shall have to do so by force. We should , all t h e same, a t t e m p t to 

see w h a t i s g o i n g on b e h i n d t h e e n o r m o u s smokesc reen , b e h i n d t h e s t e r eo typed 

h u m a n i t a r i a n , mi l i ta ry and d ip loma t i c l anguage . In any conflict, y o u have to d is ­

t inguish b e t w e e n w h a t is b e i n g fought against - t h e specifically polit ical level of t h e 

w a r - a n d w h a t is b e i n g sacrificed — w h a t , in part icular , is b e i n g l iqu ida ted and 
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swept away: this r emains the t h i n g m o s t deep ly a t issue, the final object ive . In t h e 

Alger ian war, for example , we fought against the Alger ian army, b u t w h a t was really 

sacrificed in t h e conflict was t h e Alger ian r evo lu t ion - and this we did w o r k i n g 

a longside t h e Alger ian a r m y (and we c o n t i n u e to do so). In Bosnia we are f ight ing 

t h e Serbs ( w i t h o u t o v e r d o i n g it) in t h e n a m e of a mul t i cu l tu ra l E u r o p e , b u t w h a t 

is actually b e i n g sacrificed is precisely t h e o t h e r cu l ture , t he cu l tu re w h i c h stands 

o p p o s e d a t t h e level o f values to an undi f fe rent ia ted w o r l d o r d e r w i t h no values. 

A n d this we are d o i n g a t the Serbs ' side. 

Imper i a l i sm has changed . W h a t t h e Wes t n o w wishes t o foist o n t h e w h o l e 

wor ld , in t h e guise of universality, is n o t its — comple t e ly u n h i n g e d - values, b u t its 

absence o f values. W h e r e v e r s o m e singularity, m i n o r i t y o r specific i d i o m survives 

and persists; w h e r e v e r the re is s o m e i r r educ ib le be l ie f or passion; above all, w h e r e 

the re i s s o m e antagonis t ic v i e w of t h e w o r l d , we have to i m p o s e an in-dif ferent 

o r d e r u p o n i t - an o r d e r as indifferent as we are to o u r o w n values. We generous ly 

d is t r ibute t h e r igh t to difference, b u t secretly, and on this occasion unyieldingly, we 

are w o r k i n g to p r o d u c e a bloodless , undi f ferent ia ted wor ld . 

Th i s par t icu lar t e r r o r i s m is n o t fundamenta l i s t . I n d e e d , i t is t h e t e r r o r i s m of a 

cu l tu re w i t h o u t fundamen t s . I t i s t h e i n t e g r i s m of empt iness . W h a t is a t stake he re 

is b e y o n d poli t ical fo rms and events . We are no l o n g e r speak ing of a poli t ical front 

or re la t ion of forces, b u t of a t ranspoli t ical fault l ine, and that fault l ine today passes 

mainly t h r o u g h Islam. B u t i t also runs t h r o u g h the hear t of every so-cal led civilized, 

d e m o c r a t i c c o u n t r y — a n d i t cer ta in ly runs t h r o u g h every o n e of us. 

3 July 1995 
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W h e n the West Takes t h e 
Dead M a n ' s P l a c e 9 

W e s t e r n mi l i t a ry i m p o t e n c e in t h e face o f Serb ian aggression equa tes direct ly w i t h 

t h e impossibi l i ty of r i sk ing t h e life of a single Wes t e rn soldier. In this sense, these 

soldiers are hostages l o n g before t h e Serbs actually cap tu re t h e m : the i r lives have to 

be preserved above all else. Z e r o death: this is the l e i tmot i f of clean warfare. I t is t he 

perfec t ion of war, b u t also war r e d u c e d to a m o c k e r y — war as faultless spor t ing p e r ­

f o r m a n c e , as 'c lear r o u n d ' . We have already seen this w i t h t h e G u l f War, w h e r e t h e 

on ly W e s t e r n deaths o c c u r r e d by acc iden t . At least tha t w a r e n d e d in a t e c h n o l o g ­

ical d e m o n s t r a t i o n w h i c h p r o v i d e d t h e i l lusion o f p o w e r (of v i r tua l o m n i p o t e n c e ) . 

W h e r e a s Bosn ia offers an e x a m p l e o f to ta l powerlessness . A n d t h o u g h this p o w e r -

lessness, w h i c h gives t h e Serbs a free re in , in fact f i ts in w i t h t h e und i sc losed 

ob jec t ive of t h e war , i t a m o u n t s , n o n e t h e l e s s , to a s y m b o l i c cas t ra t ion of t h e 

9. Quand VOccident prend la place du mort. T h e t e rm 'la place du mor t ' owes its currency to the 
fact that it is used, in everyday parlance, to refer to the front passenger seat in a car. It is also occa­
sionally employed as an image to represent the posit ion of the analyst in the psychoanalytic 
relationship. Here , however, Baudrillard is using the t e rm rather more literally. 

66 



S C R E E N E D O U T 

67 

W e s t e r n w a r m a c h i n e . T h e p o o r old West! I f on ly i t cou ld joyfully and v ic to r ious ly 

fulfil its miss ion of establishing w o r l d O r d e r (by l iqu ida t ing all t h e pocke t s of resis­

tance) , b u t i t still has to l o o k on impotent ly , f rom t h e depths of its r iven consc ience , 

w h i l e tha t d i r ty little j o b i s ca r r i ed o u t a t t h e global level by m e r c e n a r i e s . To l o o k 

on i m p o t e n t l y w h i l e i t i s itself h u m i l i a t e d a n d s idel ined. 

T h e r e is, howeve r , n o t h i n g su rp r i s ing a b o u t this mi l i t a ry paralysis. I t i s l i n k e d 

t o t h e m e n t a l paralysis o f t h e civi l ized w o r l d . We m i g h t t h i n k tha t t h e fact t h e 

Wes t can no l o n g e r risk t h e life of a s ingle o n e of its soldiers represents s o m e 

h i g h e r stage o f civi l izat ion, i n w h i c h even t h e mi l i t a ry has b e c o m e c o m m i t t e d t o 

h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m a n d respect for t h e sacred r igh ts o f h u m a n life. In fact, qu i t e t h e 

o p p o s i t e i s t h e case. T h e des t iny of this v i r tua l soldier - this so ld ier w h o no 

l o n g e r is a soldier - reflects t h e des t iny of civi l ized m a n . T h e th ings he f o u g h t for 

and his collect ive values have largely disappeared; his exis tence c a n n o t be sacrificed 

for a n y t h i n g wha teve r . O n l y a t h i n g w h i c h has s o m e value in itself can be p u t 'at 

s take ' . 

T h e ind iv idua l w e have p r o d u c e d , t h e absolute ly self-regarding ind iv idua l w e 

glorify, t h e indiv idual we p ro t ec t in his i m p o t e n c e w i t h the w h o l e legal p a n o p l y o f 

h u m a n r ights i s t h e 'last m a n ' N i e t z s c h e speaks of. He is the e n d - u s e r of his o w n 

self and his o w n life, t he t e r m i n a l ind iv idua l , w i t h no real h o p e e i the r o f d e s ­

cendan t s o r t r anscendence . H e i s the e n d - o f - t h e - l i n e m a n , d o o m e d t o he red i t a ry 

sterility a n d the c o u n t d o w n . Th i s ind iv idua l i s t h e e n d of t h e cycle a n d of t h e 

species. All tha t remains for h i m is to a t t e m p t desperate ly to out l ive h imse l f by 

b e i n g spectral ized, fractalized, plural ized, by b e c o m i n g his o w n c rea t ion and his 

o w n c lone . Th i s last m a n canno t , t hen , be sacrificed, precisely because he is the last. 

O n c e life is r e d u c e d to its use-value , to its survival in real t ime , t h e n no o n e has t h e 

r ight to risk his life for any th ing . Th i s is t h e dest iny — or, rather, t he absence of des ­

t iny - of t h e last m a n . Th i s is t h e way his i m p o t e n c e has deve loped , ref lect ing t h e 
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d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e civilized na t ions , incapable even o f t ak ing t h e risk o f facing up 

to the i r e n e m i e s - or saving face. 

At a d e e p level the t w o th ings are c o n n e c t e d : t h e e l imina t ion of any foreign c u l ­

ture , any singular m i n o r i t y in t h e n a m e o f e thn i c cleansing, and the e l imina t ion o f 

dea th itself as singularity, as i r r educ ib le fact - t he m o s t s ingular of s ingulari t ies — in 

the n a m e of p r o t e c t i o n and survival a t all costs. O u r lives are also b e i n g cleansed or 

pur i f ied in a sense. T h e y are increasingly b e i n g played o u t inside a v i r tua l carapace 

p ro t ec t i ng t h e m from dea th , i n m u c h t h e same way a s the vir tual soldier o f t h e UN 

goes a r o u n d in his t echnica l carapace. E v e n w h e n he i s taken hos tage , tha t doesn ' t 

m a k e h i m any m o r e real. He mere ly b e c o m e s a t r ad ing i t e m in the po t l a t ch o f i l lu­

sory d ivergences and col lusions b e t w e e n t h e West and the Serbs, in t h e i m p r o b a b l e 

chain of collusion and cowardice that is this mil i tary masquerade , in w h i c h the place 

of t h e u n k n o w n soldier i s t aken by t h e vir tual soldier - t he o n e w h o does n o t die, 

b u t w h o , paralysed and i m m o b i l i z e d , takes t h e dead man 's place. So we are see ing 

a r e d e p l o y m e n t of dea th in all these fo rms w h e r e we no l o n g e r e x p e c t e d to find it. 

Take U N P R O F O R and t h e R a p i d R e a c t i o n Force : t hey t o o i m m e d i a t e l y t o o k 

t h e dead man 's place (wh ich they de fend t o o t h and nail!) in t h e B o s n i a n conflict . 

We ourselves , all o f us b e h i n d o u r TV screens, are surrept i t ious ly t ak ing t h e p lace 

o f t h e dead . T h e Serbs, t h e m u r d e r e r s , are alive in the i r o w n way. T h e p e o p l e o f 

Sarajevo, t h e v ic t ims , are in a place of real dea th . B u t we are in a s t range s i tuat ion: 

n e i t h e r dead , n o r alive, b u t s t and ing in for the dead . A n d in this sense t h e Bosn ian 

conflict is a global test; e v e r y w h e r e in t h e p resen t wor ld , t h e Wes t has taken t h e 

place o f t h e dead . 

A n d yet this is n o t for w a n t of t r y i n g to avert this s i tua t ion by all available 

m e a n s . We a lmost pu l led off t h e old t r i ck o f the Swiss w h o , for years, suppl ied the 

w h o l e o f E u r o p e w i t h mercena r i e s and the reby m a n a g e d to keep free o f wars . Th i s 

i s w h a t all t he r i ch coun t r i e s do today - p r o v i d i n g w e a p o n s for the w h o l e w o r l d 
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a n d s u c c e e d i n g in tha t way in exi l ing, i f n o t v io l ence , t h e n a t least war , f rom the i r 

t e r r i to r i e s . B u t t he r e i s n o t h i n g t o b e d o n e ; ju s t w h e r e w e h o p e t o dr ive o u t 

dea th , i t surfaces again t h r o u g h all t h e p ro tec t ive screens, e x t e n d i n g to t h e fur thest 

reaches o f o u r cu l ture . 

O u r h u m a n i t a r i a n and ecologica l ideo log ies all speak to us o f n o t h i n g b u t t h e 

h u m a n species and its survival. We can see he re the great difference there is b e t w e e n 

h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m and h u m a n i s m . H u m a n i s m was a system of s t rong values l inked to 

t h e c o n c e p t o f t h e h u m a n race, w i t h its p h i l o s o p h y and moral i ty. I t was cha rac t e r ­

istic of a h is tory that was be ing m a d e . W h e r e a s human i t a r i an i sm is a system of w e a k 

values, l inked to t h e safeguarding o f t h e t h r e a t e n e d h u m a n species a n d cha rac t e r ­

istic of a h i s t o r y tha t i s b e i n g u n m a d e , t ha t i s c o m i n g apar t ; a n d t h e r e is no 

perspect ive h e r e o t h e r t han the negat ive o n e o f an o p t i m a l m a n a g e m e n t o f was te — 

was te w h i c h w e k n o w t o be , b y def in i t ion , n o n - d e g r a d a b l e . Seen i n t e r m s o f 

survival or, in o t h e r words , of life supers t i t iously p r o l o n g e d a n d p r o t e c t e d f rom 

d e a t h , life i tself b e c o m e s a w a s t e - p r o d u c t we can no l o n g e r r i d ourse lves of, 

d o o m e d , as i t is, to indef ini te r e p r o d u c t i o n . 

N o w , i t is j u s t such indefini te r e p r o d u c t i o n we see in Bosnia , j u s t such a m a c a b r e 

pa rody a n d t h e sinister confus ion of a h i s to ry c o m i n g apart — a farce in w h i c h t h e 

mi l i ta ry a n d t h e h u m a n i t a r i a n are m e r g e d . 

H i s t o r y r e p r o d u c i n g itself b e c o m e s Farce. 

Farce r e p r o d u c i n g itself b e c o m e s H i s t o r y 

17 July 1995 
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The G r e a t L a u n d e r i n g 

W h i t e w a s h i n g is t h e ma in activity of this century 's end . W i t h the first t h ree -qua r t e r s 

o f t h e c e n t u r y largely g iven over to an a c c u m u l a t i o n o f evils, v io lence , c o r r u p t i o n 

and guil t , we have a colossal r ubb i sh h e a p before us. We are e n g a g e d in an indef­

in i te w o r k o f m o u r n i n g for all t h e ideo log ies , v io l ence and inc iden t s w h i c h have 

m a r k e d t h e century . R e p e n t a n c e o f t h e past, h i s tory b e i n g sold off a t k n o c k - d o w n 

pr ices or g iven a face-lift. T h e w h i t e w a s h i n g of a d i r ty history, of d i r ty m o n e y , of 

c o r r u p t consc iences , o f t h e p o l l u t e d p lane t . 

T h e c leansing o f m e m o r y ; t h e c leans ing o f t h e e n v i r o n m e n t ; t h e e t h n i c a n d 

racial c leans ing of popu l a t i ons . In part icular , t he poli t ical class has e n t e r e d t h e v i c -

t ima l era of r e p e n t a n c e . E v e r y po l i t i c i an , e v e r y o n e in a p o s i t i o n of p o w e r , i s 

po ten t ia l ly liable to p r o s e c u t i o n and has to be l a u n d e r e d l ike d i r ty m o n e y . T h e y 

have to submi t , i f n o t to a b r a inwash ing , t h e n at least to a r e p u t a t i o n - w a s h i n g , 

before b e i n g p u t b a c k in to c i rcula t ion , t h e way b l o o d is w a s h e d before i t i s r e i n ­

j e c t e d i n t o t h e body ' s c i rcula t ion (this was no t , in fact, d o n e in t h e case o f A I D S 

and it has g iven t h e poli t ical class its b igges t scandal for years — the c o n t a m i n a t e d 
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b l o o d virus circulat ing even faster t h r o u g h the political system than t h r o u g h the sys­

t ems o f t h e pa t ien ts ) . " 1 

O n e has, w h e r e possible, to s h o w off one ' s vices to restore one ' s v i r tue . T h i s has 

even b e c o m e a k ind of fashionable political tactic: pro tes t ing one 's errors , one 's c o r ­

r u p t i o n , one ' s immora l i t y ; a t t e m p t i n g at all costs to be f o u n d guilty. I t is a k i n d of 

s imula ted exp ia t ion , a way of w h i t e w a s h i n g onese l f w h i c h the publ ic consc i ence 

eagerly swallows a t little cost to itself. N o t e v e r y o n e can w h i t e w a s h themselves by 

c o m m i t t i n g suicide, as Pierre Beregovoy d id . 1 1 By that very act, he w h i t e w a s h e d the 

w h o l e of t h e poli t ical class (by m a k i n g poli t ics a n o b l e calling, s ince y o u can die by 

it), bu t this was also s o m e t h i n g of a p o i s o n e d chal ice, as he s imul taneous ly s h o w e d 

up t h e w r e t c h e d n e s s a n d coward ice o f all t hose w h o , t h o u g h suffering t h e same 

powerlessness a n d d i s h o n o u r - i.e. hav ing t h e same reasons to do away w i t h t h e m ­

selves — t o o k cons iderable pains n o t to do so. 

Th i s same perspec t ive of t h e w h i t e w a s h i n g and face-lift ing of the pol i t ical class 

casts l ight also on t h e judic iary ' s a n t i - c o r r u p t i o n offensive. T h a t so-ca l led ' C l e a n 

H a n d s ' offensive m a k e s the headl ines daily, r a n k i n g a longside t h e lives of t h e stars. 

T h e s i tua t ion is as follows: t h e poli t ical class was fret t ing away in its i m m u n i t y a n d 

impun i ty . I t was d y i n g — weight less and far r e m o v e d from the social b o d y — on t h e 

far side of r epresen ta t ion , in the t e l e -absence of t h e masses, in an i m m u n i t y w h i c h 

h a d b e c o m e lethal , w h i l e the te le -c i t izen , w h o h a d h imsel f b e c o m e a u t o - i m m u n e , 

10. In spite of a circular of 1983 point ing out the risk, France cont inued to use blood from 
potentially contaminated sources in the 1980s, w i th the result that seven people contracted AIDS. 
Three ministers stood trial on manslaughter charges, but only one, E d m o n d Herve , was convicted, 
though no sentence was passed on h im. 

1 1. Pierre Beregovoy, the third p r ime minister of Mitterand's presidency, commit ted suicide on 
1 May 1993, apparently because of damage done to his reputat ion by a scandal over an interest-free 
loan. 
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l o o k e d o n . T h e med ia class h a d t h e same p r o b l e m . I t t o o was d y i n g on t h e far side 

of t h e screen, in its t e l e - i m m u n i t y . H e n c e t h e n e e d for a h u g e 'reali ty s h o w ' , an 

in teract ive perfusion, w h i c h c o u l d give t h e masses a role as ful ly-fledged extras. In 

the poli t ical f ie ld , t he absolu te impera t ive was also to r e m o v e this i m p u n i t y by any 

m e a n s w h a t e v e r - i nc lud ing b e i n g accused of w r o n g d o i n g , b e i n g exposed by scan­

dal — so as to give t h e pol i t ic ians t h e c h a n c e to o v e r c o m e the i r i so la t ion and 

rea t tach the umbi l ica l cord . 

Fo r t h e poli t ical class, this was a m a t t e r of life and dea th . N o w , tha t class is n o t 

capable of g iv ing up its o w n privi leges: i t is capable only, as we have seen, of g r a n t ­

ing itself a general amnesty. In a sense, t hen , the politicians delegate this w o r k to the 

j u d g e s . T h e y use the j u d i c i a r y t o absolve t h e m o f the i r supposed i m m u n i t y and 

isolat ion and o v e r c o m e the publ ic disaffection afflicting t h e m . A n d they do this by 

a p p e a r i n g vu lne rab le and fragile, a n d h e n c e o p e n and accessible. 

I t is a great i l lusion to believe that , in o u r system, the polit icians and the jud ic ia ry 

can really c o m e in to conflict. W h a t is g o i n g on is mere ly a division of l abour w i t h i n 

a caste ca r ry ing o u t a s imulated p u r g e on i t se l f - destabi l izing itself in h o m e o p a t h i c 

doses the be t t e r to re-stabilize itself. T h e r e is, however , n o t h i n g to indica te that this 

stability has any l o n g - t e r m prospec ts . T h e r e is n o t h i n g to say t h e invoice for this 

l a u n d e r i n g (after the l a u n d e r i n g of t h e ' i nvo i ce s ' ) 1 2 - t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e bill for the 

col lect ive b r a i n w a s h i n g w h i c h a c c o m p a n i e s i t — will n o t o n e day l and on the g o v ­

e r n m e n t ' s doo r s t ep . T h e med ia a n d t h e poli t ical class wil l pay dearly. T h e y are 

already pay ing for t h e loan they have t aken o u t against o u r i m a g i n a r y advance , by 

forfeit ing all c r e d e n c e and credibility. 

12. A series of scandals involving false invoices rocked France th roughout the eighties and 
nineties, from the Urba affair, in which monies were laundered through a consultancy company into 
Socialist Party coffers, to the affaires associated wi th the names of Alain Car ignon and Michel Noir . 
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T h e r e has recent ly b e e n a w i d e l y o rches t ra t ed campa ign against the pres ident ia l 

amnes ty on g r o u n d s of publ ic mora l i t y . 1 3 I t is, in fact, t h e first t i m e mo to r i s t s have 

had such a s e c o n d a r y gain f rom elect ions to l o o k forward to. 

B u t pe rhaps this ' i m m o r a l ' b e h a v i o u r was c o m p e n s a t i o n for the absence of any 

political stakes in these elections? At least in this way t h e citizens re - in jec ted s o m e 

real issues i n t o t h e m . At any rate, they expressed t h e t r u th of t h e e lect ions t h e m ­

selves, w h i c h are no l onge r so m u c h a pol i t ical act of representa t ion as a collective 

act — u n d e r w r i t t e n by a b lank c h e q u e f rom t h e p e o p l e - of t h e obl i te ra t ion and 

absolut ion of all c o r r u p t i o n , all p rev ious poli t ical wre t chedness . Scandals, failures, 

e m b e z z l e m e n t and simple mistakes are all wh i t ewashed and amnest ied for a m o m e n t . 

T h e R i g h t has w o n , t h e Left is r e b o r n f rom its ashes — every th ing starts off again 

from scratch. Th i s is t h e marvel lous i l lusionism of t h e electoral system! So we ' re n o t 

ta lking a b o u t an amnes ty for pe t ty l awbreak ing here , b u t a genera l amnes ty of the 

poli t ical system as a w h o l e ( the any th ing b u t pe t ty larceny of the financial system 

hav ing largely served to f inance these same elect ions) . Elec t ions are like t h e black 

b o x o f the polit ical system. Inpu t : dir ty m o n e y , m u r k y consciences , c o m p r o m i s e s , 

o p p o r t u n i s m ; o u t p u t : a s q u e a k y c lean pol i t ica l s i tua t ion . A n d t h e m o t o r i s t s ' 

immora l i ty is as n o t h i n g c o m p a r e d w i t h the cynical way the poli t icians, t he insiders, 

the financial experts and the manipula tors of all k inds have cynically j u m p e d t h e g u n 

on the great e lectoral p a r d o n . T h e cr iminals , fraudsters and o t h e r pol i t ical a n d 

financial speculators have also unreservedly, unscrupulous ly p r e - e m p t e d this symbol ic 

amnesty, this l iqu ida t ion of all civic c r imina l i ty w h i c h the trompe-l'oeil d e m o c r a t i c 

ope ra t i on of t h e e lect ions represents . D e m o c r a c y , hav ing t reated its h a e m o r r h a g e s , 

its mens t rua l flow, w i t h repea ted scandals, regenera tes in electoral coi tus . 

13. T h e tradition of incoming presidents granting amnesties on driving offences has been widely 
criticized for leading to increased numbers of road deaths. 
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Yet civic v i r t ue still has t h e last w o r d : w h e r e t he re are m o r e than t h r ee po in t s on 

t h e l icence , the re will be no amnes ty for moto r i s t s . A happy idea, s ince t h e p o i n t s -

based l i cence is an excel len t fo rmula . I t is me re ly scandalous tha t i t applies on ly to 

m o t o r i n g . We s h o u l d e x p a n d t h e sys tem a n d crea te a p o i n t s - b a s e d exis tent ia l 

l i cence . Fo r every offence, m i s d e e d o r act o f i m m o r a l b e h a v i o u r y o u w o u l d have 

ex is tence po in t s d o c k e d f rom y o u r l i cence . W h e n t h e po in t s ran ou t , i t w o u l d b e 

w i t h d r a w n al together. In this way, t h e roadways of exis tence w o u l d be less c rowded , 

w i t h t h e removal o f all t hose w h o c a n n o t behave properly. You m i g h t be sent for 

remedial t r ea tmen t u n d e r the d i rec t ion o f consc ience experts , bu t o the rwise the ban 

o n l iving w o u l d b e i m m e d i a t e l y enforceable . T h e poin ts l i cence w o u l d jus t have t o 

be inse r t ed as a p r o g r a m m e d i m p l a n t a n d the offender w o u l d be ' t e r m i n a t e d ' by 

a u t o m a t i c hear t - fa i lure . Th i s w o u l d b e t h e ful l -blown appl icat ion o f h u m a n r ights . 

A n d t h e n we w o u l d have a clearer v i e w o f t h e jus t , u n y i e l d i n g appl ica t ion o f 

democracy . 

7 August 1995 
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W e e p , C i t i z e n s ! 

D e m o c r a c y i s no e x c e p t i o n to t h e ru le tha t systems never f unc t i on b e t t e r t h a n 

w h e n r u n n i n g c o u n t e r t o the i r o w n rules a n d o p e r a t i n g i n spite o f the i r o w n p r i n ­

ciples. T h i s i s the i r f u n d a m e n t a l v ice a n d systems, like indiv iduals , d r a w the i r 

s t rength f rom the i r vices. Tocquevi l le shou ld always be t e m p e r e d w i t h M a n d e v i l l e ; 

Democracy in America w i t h the Fable of the Bees. It is this joyful perversi ty , this p e r ­

pe tua l subvers ion o f p r inc ip le s w h i c h i s t h e m o s t exh i la ra t ing t h i n g a b o u t t h e 

pol i t ical sphere . All t h e great pol i t ica l o p e r a t i o n s have d r a w n the i r insp i ra t ion 

from this. I t i s t h e e n d of cynical reason we shou ld b e m o a n , and t h e adven t o f s e n ­

t i m e n t a l r e a son . T h e dec l i ne o f t h e po l i t i ca l s p h e r e can b e m e a s u r e d b y t h e 

despera te a t t e m p t t o identify w i t h its o w n p r inc ip les , and t h e r e p e n t a n c e w h i c h 

always ensues f rom this in t h e exercise o f p o w e r . T h e pa r adox o f t h e ac to r also 

applies to t h e pol i t ica l sphere : i f t ha t sphe re identif ies w i t h its o w n p r inc ip l e s , as 

the ac tor identifies w i t h his o w n character , t h e ve ry i l lusion of t h e pol i t ical — or of 

the thea t re - is lost. 

N o w , t h e poli t ical sphere as we k n o w i t has sacrificed its o w n stage. By i n c o r ­

p o r a t i n g t h e e n t i r e p o p u l a t i o n as ext ras in a g rea t s e n t i m e n t a l , d e m a g o g i c 

7 5 
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groundswe l l of par t i c ipa t ion , i t has abo l i shed that dis tance w h i c h is t h e basic ru le 

o f t h e pol i t ical g a m e . T h e law o f t h e g rea te r n u m b e r has b e e n subs t i tu ted for t h e 

rules o f t h e g a m e . T h e e n d o f t h e thea t re , t h e e n d o f the pol i t ical scene . 

We each o f us ope ra t e on an ent i re ly i m m o r a l basis, ac t ing, in spite o f o u r o w n 

pr inc ip les , by a set o f rules we c o n f o r m to spontaneously . O n l y inc identa l ly do 

those rules c o i n c i d e w i t h t h e m o r a l law; t hey take t h e fo rm, ra ther , o f subt le r i t u ­

als w h i c h are ent i re ly o u r o w n affair. All ins t i tu t ions and poli t ical systems do t h e 

same. I t i s w i t h a full sense of t h e w r o n g we do tha t we sacrifice m o r a l va lue here . 

Sadly, this strategy no longe r applies today, w h e n y o u have to be polit ically cor rec t . 

B u t the con t rad ic t ion w i t h the actual ope ra t i on of the system w h i c h ensues i s so f la­

g r a n t a s to be t h o r o u g h l y a m u s i n g . W h a t i s a s t o u n d i n g i s t h e to t a l lack o f 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of that actual ope ra t i on on the par t o f en l igh tened souls; t h e way the 

d e m o c r a t i c consciousness denies itself a n d its o w n pr inciples - for example , b l indly 

a n d u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y p r o s c r i b i n g L e P e n i n j u s t t h e way h e treats i m m i g r a n t s ; 

d e n o u n c i n g v io l ence and in to l e rance w h a t e v e r the i r source , b u t a t t h e same t i m e 

p r i d i n g itself on its ' g o o d ' in to le rance and open ly man ipu la t ing t h e electoral system, 

a s in Alger ia o r D e n m a r k to ensure t h e r i gh t cause w ins . To w h i c h we m i g h t add 

t h e daily l i tany o f poli t ical and m e d i a d iscourse , w h o l l y p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h t h e j u s ­

t i f icat ion of this den ia l o f its o w n p r inc ip le s a n d t h e shameful prac t ices o f an 

u n a v o w e d in t eg r i sm. S u c h i s t h e v i c t o r y by c o n t a m i n a t i o n , by c o n t a g i o n , o f t h e 

F ron t N a t i o n a l . Honi soil qui mal y pense . . . 

Is i t n o t t h e role of pol i t ic ians to focus t h e ch ron i c sickness of t h e social sphere 

on themselves — t h e accursed share of t h e social sphere , w h i c h is t h e essence of 

p o w e r — and find a poli t ical use for it? T h e pr ince 's pr iv i leged role derives f rom the 

fact tha t he c o n d e n s e s in h imse l f all t h e a rb i t ra ry p o w e r sca t te red a n d spread 

t h r o u g h o u t society, so that socie ty can be r id of it. I f arbi t rary p o w e r i s n o t c o n ­

cen t r a t ed at t h e top , t h e n it is e v e r y w h e r e in socie ty - this is h o w it is in t h e 

7 6 
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d e m o c r a t i c state, w h e r e such p o w e r i s diffuse and e n d e m i c , w i t h the same perverse 

effects as g e n e r a t e d by c r u m b l i n g empi res . 

Similarly, i s i t n o t t h e role of t h e ' in te l lec tua l ' to c o n c e n t r a t e in h imse l f t h e 

accursed share of t h o u g h t and p u r g e t h e w h o l e of socie ty of i t - socie ty t he r eby 

b e c o m i n g freer to ba lance up g o o d and evil for itself? Is i t n o t his role to focus t h e 

sickness of t h o u g h t on h imsel f a n d find a baleful use for it? 

N e i t h e r intellectuals n o r polit icians in any way play this role any m o r e ; in no way 

do they take up that cynical reason Sloterdi jk speaks of. 1 4 T h e y see i t as the i r role 

me re ly to express op in ions , to gu ide , to e n l i g h t e n a n d to ra t ional ize . T h e y are all 

for openness a n d t ransparency (the t ransparency o f t h e g o o d , obviously) ; t h e y d e c k 

themselves o u t w i t h m o r a l consc iences , w i t h suffering, wi tness , prose ly t i sm a n d 

cruel ly u n r e m i t t i n g zeal in t h e t r e a t m e n t o f sick values ( they are, o f course , t h e m ­

selves par t of t h e sickness). T h e y no l o n g e r c la im to be representa t ive; the i rs is a 

self-effacing role, a l lowing eve ryone to express themselves . A senile malady this, t he 

p ious desire to shed p o w e r - i n c l u d i n g t h e p o w e r of speech - and h a n d i t on to 

e v e r y o n e else ( w h i c h , in t h e p re sen t s i tua t ion , actual ly adds to t h e b u r d e n o f 

l iber ty) . Of cou r se this hypocr i t ica l auto-da-fe i s no so lu t ion , and eve ryone — po l i t i ­

cians and intellectuals alike — still dies in the end , bu t n o w they die playing s o m e o n e 

else's role. As for socie ty and t h o u g h t , t hey are e x p o s e d in this way to in t e rna l c o n ­

fusion a n d v i r u l e n c e — literally: to t h e t r a n s p a r e n c e of evil, w h i c h , no l o n g e r 

f inding a n y w h e r e to manifest itself, filters e v e r y w h e r e in to r epen tance , indifference 

a n d ha t red . 

T h e exercise o f p o w e r always involved t h e risk o f dea th . T h a t i s the p r i c e to be 

paid for h a v i n g pub l i c life b e c o m e a m a t t e r of total indifference. Bu t , ul t imately, 

w h y c o m p l a i n a b o u t t h e cu r r en t de l iquescence and senility of the poli t ical class? As 

14. Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason (London: Verso, 1988). 
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t h o u g h we still be l ieved in te l l igence w e r e in power , w h e n we have b l ind ing ly clear 

ev idence o f t h e oppos i t e ! We shou ld , rather , p r i d e ourselves on this e n d to t h e 

poli t ical sphere a n d the co l lus ion of t h e poli t ical class itself in that end! I t is tha t 

class, w i t h o u t d is t inc t ion of par ty or fact ion, w h i c h i s n o w c a r r y i n g o u t t h e fatwa 

we have issued against it, t h e dec ree tha t i t shall dissolve itself and disappear. We no 

l o n g e r n e e d to at tack it. I t i s u n d e r g o i n g s p o n t a n e o u s se l f -des t ruct ion . All we have 

to do is steadfastly refuse to assist i t in its h o u r of n e e d . 

I t is, however , a shameful e n d . So we are t o r n b e t w e e n t h e r e c o g n i t i o n of this 

shameful state of affairs - a s h a m e in w h i c h we inevi tably feel impl i ca t ed — a n d 

secret j u b i l a t i o n a t this dea th fore told . We m i g h t even suggest tha t t h e task of 

poli t icians today i s to swal low the corpse o f the poli t ical sphere , a n d we m i g h t t h e n 

t h a n k t h e m for p r o t e c t i n g us, like l iv ing sarcophagi , f rom its decay, w h i c h w o u l d 

o t h e r w i s e invade t h e w h o l e o f society. 

All calamities p ro tec t us f rom s o m e t h i n g worse . So the s tupidi ty and bl indness of 

pol i t ic ians mus t have a h ighe r func t ion — the func t ion of p ro t ec t i ng us, by the th ick 

layer o f d i r t and discourse they secrete, f rom t h e secret v i o l e n c e o f t h e j u d g e m e n t 

w h i c h , w e r e i t n o t for t h e m , we w o u l d be forced t o exercise a n d t u r n against o u r ­

selves. 

A b o v e all, we shou ld n o t t ry t o c o r r e c t the i r i l lusory c o n c e p t i o n s . T h a t w o u l d 

leave us e x p o s e d w i t h o u t p r o t e c t i o n to an u n e q u a l e n c o u n t e r w i t h s tupidi ty and 

w i t h t h e b u r d e n o f o u r f r eedom. 

21 August 1995 
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He lo ts and E l i t e s 

We live in a t h o r o u g h l y split poli t ical reality. On t h e o n e h an d , we have t h e po l i t ­

ical class, a parallel m i c r o - s o c i e t y w h i c h has secretly b e e n m a d e r e d u n d a n t , g o i n g 

a b o u t its business w i t h impuni ty , a n d apparent ly d o o m e d to p e r f o r m the single task 

of r e p r o d u c i n g itself in an e n d o g a m o u s confus ion of all persuas ions - t h e i n c e s t u ­

ous al l iance o f R i g h t a n d Left p r o d u c i n g an en t i re p a t h o l o g y a n d d e g e n e r a c y 

character is t ic o f i n b r e e d i n g . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , we have a ' real ' socie ty w h i c h i s 

increasingly d i s c o n n e c t e d f rom t h e pol i t ical sphere . B o t h o f these, m o v i n g apar t 

f rom each o t h e r a t cons iderable speed, seem des t ined m o r e or less to w i t h e r away 

or to b reak up each in the i r o w n little c o r n e r - d r ip - fed as they are solely t h r o u g h 

the umbi l ica l o f t h e m e d i a and t h e o p i n i o n polls . Vi r tua l i ty - in t h e sense tha t t h e 

political will n o w operates only on the m e n t a l screens o f TV sets and t h r o u g h o p i n ­

ion polls - has t u r n e d t h e political funct ion a n d the polit ical scene i n t o m o r e or less 

useless vestigial remains . No dialectic, n o t even a dialectic of conflict, keeps t h e t w o 

o p p o s i n g poles in te rac t ing . 

W e f i n d t h e s a m e s i tua t ion i n t h e e c o n o m y . O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e b a t t e r e d 

r e m n a n t s o f p r o d u c t i o n a n d t h e real e c o n o m y ; o n t h e o the r , t h e c i r c u l a t i o n o f 
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g igan t i c a m o u n t s o f v i r tua l capi tal . B u t t h e t w o are s o d i s c o n n e c t e d tha t t h e m i s ­

f o r t u n e s w h i c h b e s e t tha t capi ta l - s t o c k m a r k e t crashes a n d o t h e r f inancia l 

debac les — do n o t b r i n g a b o u t t h e col lapse o f real e c o n o m i e s any m o r e . I t i s t h e 

s a m e i n t h e po l i t i ca l s p h e r e : scandals , c o r r u p t i o n a n d t h e g e n e r a l d e c l i n e i n 

s t andards have no decis ive effects in a split society, w h e r e r e spons ib i l i t y ( the 

poss ib i l i ty t ha t t h e t w o par t ies m a y respond to each other) is no l o n g e r p a r t of t h e 

g a m e . 

T h i s paradoxica l s i tua t ion is in a sense beneficial : i t p ro tec t s civil soc ie ty (wha t 

r emains of it) f rom t h e vicissi tudes of t h e poli t ical sphere, j u s t as i t p ro tec t s t h e 

e c o n o m y (wha t remains o f it) f rom the r a n d o m fluctuat ions o f t h e S tock E x c h a n g e 

and i n t e rna t i ona l f inance. T h e i m m u n i t y o f t h e o n e creates a rec iprocal i m m u n i t y 

in t h e o t h e r — a m i r r o r indifference. Be t t e r : real society is los ing in teres t in t h e 

poli t ical class, w h i l e none the less avail ing itself of t h e spectacle. At last, t h e n , t h e 

m e d i a have s o m e use, and t h e ' socie ty of t h e spectacle ' assumes its full m e a n i n g in 

this fierce i rony: t h e masses availing themselves of t h e spectacle of t h e dys func-

t ion ings o f r ep resen ta t ion t h r o u g h the r a n d o m twists in t h e s tory o f t h e pol i t ical 

class's c o r r u p t i o n . All tha t r emains n o w to t h e pol i t ic ians i s t h e ob l iga t ion to sacr i ­

fice themse lves to p rov ide t h e requis i te spectacle for t h e e n t e r t a i n m e n t o f t h e 

p e o p l e . Fo r if, in t h e past, t h e p r inc ip l e of p o w e r involved laying y o u r life on t h e 

l ine, t he zero degree of p o w e r mere ly involves an artificial auto-da-fe. O n c e again we 

have cause to t h a n k t h e pol i t ic ians , w h o free us f rom the t i r e some obl iga t ion of 

h a v i n g to m a n a g e tha t e m p t y place p o w e r has b e c o m e - m u c h as i t falls to o the r s 

to m a n a g e m o n e y , business, leisure, mora l s and cul ture . All superf luous tasks h a p ­

p i ly left t o t h e char la tans , p r e d a t o r s a n d specu l a to r s , n o t t o m e n t i o n t h e 

w a x e n - l i p p e d ph i losopher s . 

T h e socialist ep isode will have b e e n t h e finest i l lustration of this l eukaemia of t h e 

pol i t ical sphere . W i t h poli t ical wil l h a v i n g g o n e i n t o abeyance a n d w i t h the po l e 

• 
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pos i t ion of p o w e r vir tual ly vacant (since 1968 perhaps?) , t h e Left dashed in to take 

i t and i m m e d i a t e l y c r u m b l e d i n t o t h e vo id . (In the same way, w i t h t h e mascu l ine 

po le pos i t i on vir tual ly u n o c c u p i e d - ma le pr ivi lege hav ing disappeared - f emin i sm 

r u s h e d in to assume i t and, naturally, fell i n t o the trap that is t h e p o w e r v a c u u m 

itself.) 

W e s h o u l d , i n fact, c o n g r a t u l a t e M i t t e r a n d o n d o i n g a l a rge pa r t o f t h e w o r k : 

o n e n s u r i n g , b y a k i n d o f p o s t h u m o u s sweep , t h e d e e p c o r r u p t i o n o f t h e w h o l e 

po l i t i ca l sy s t em, o n mys t i fy ing a n d s w e e p i n g away t h e w h o l e o f t h e d i v i n e 

Lef t ! 1 5 

If t h e Left col lapsed in this way, far b e y o n d t h e actual p o i n t of its t r u e dec l ine -

w i t h i t g o i n g all d r eams of p u t t i n g t h e i m a g i n a t i o n in p o w e r - this was n o t 

because i t l acked any gift for exe rc i s ing p o w e r or h a d c o m m i t t e d any fatal e r ro r s 

(unfor tuna te ly , i t m e r e l y a c c u m u l a t e d b a n a l ones ) , b u t because , i n spi te o f t h e 

a d v a n c e d br i t t l eness of its h is tor ica l b o n e s , i t p r o v e d incapable of speak ing for t h e 

indi f fe rence a n d ine r t i a of t h e social body . In a sense, i t is a lmos t to its c red i t t ha t 

i t was n o t able to shake off its ideals to ta l ly - even t h o u g h i t h a d g i v e n up p u r ­

su ing t h e m . 

T h e R i g h t , for its part , identifies spon taneous ly w i t h this ine r t ghost of the social 

b o d y and its deep r e s e n t m e n t of the polit ical sphere. I t is, in this sense, n o t so m u c h 

poli t ical as t ranspoli t ical — tha t is to say, a l igned w i t h t h e lowest c o m m o n d e n o m ­

ina tor of a polit ically disaffected society. I t is t he R i g h t w h i c h reaps t h e fruits of this 

disaffection. B u t , s ince i t also has no pol i t ical perspect ive , t h e failings of R i g h t a n d 

Left c o m b i n e ha rmon ious ly . 

W h o spoke o f p u t t i n g the imag ina t i on in power? T h e r e never i s any i m a g i n a t i o n 

in p o w e r . 

15. See Jean Baudrillard, La Gauche divine (Paris:'Grasset, 1985). 
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As for t h e type of events this split socie ty p r o d u c e s , E u r o p e is a fine e x a m p l e . I t 

i s t h e a r c h e t y p e o f t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y even t , t h e v a c u u m - p a c k e d e v e n t , t h e 

v a c u u m - p a c k e d phantasmagor ia . E u r o p e (at least t he cu r r en t E u r o p e a n project) will 

n o t have h a p p e n e d in t h e heads , d reams o r na tura l inspira t ion o f a n y o n e w h a t s o ­

ever. If i t has h a p p e n e d , i t has b e e n in the somnambul i s t i c space of the polit ical will, 

of t h e dossiers and speeches , t h e p r o g r a m m e s and calculat ions - a n d in tha t artifi­

cial synthesis of o p i n i o n that is universal suffrage, a process strictly g u i d e d a n d 

c o n t r o l l e d by t h e c u n n i n g idea l i sm of pol i t ic ians a n d expe r t s . E u r o p e , as i t i s 

e m e r g i n g , is, in a way, a s imula t ion m o d e l p ro j ec t ed i n t o a scene of social dese r t i ­

f ication - an ob l iga to ry vir tual reality, to be s l ipped i n t o like a data suit ( the G u l f 

W a r was already h a n d e d to us as a v a c u u m - p a c k e d w a r - also for us to slip i n t o like 

vir tual reali ty). 

W e shall n o m o r e b e spared E u r o p e t h a n w e shall t h e I n t e r n e t , t h e s ingle c u r ­

r e n c y o r t h e cha ins sel l ing d e e p - f r o z e n foods . T h e s e th ings h a p p e n c o m e w h a t 

may. T h e y fo l low o u t t he i r c o u r s e i n sp i te o f any o p i n i o n s t o t h e con t r a ry . 

D e c i s i o n s wi l l g o o n b e i n g m a d e , c i r cu l a t i ng a m o n g t h e eli tes, e x p e r t s a n d s t ra t ­

egists, heedless of any col lect ive o p i n i o n . We are to ta l ly power less in spi te of — or 

as a c o n s e q u e n c e of - t h e i n f o r m a t i o n in w h i c h we are s t eeped . We saw this in 

R w a n d a . All t h e m e d i a said c lear ly w h e r e t h e ki l lers w e r e — t h e ins t iga to r s 

( w h i c h i n c l u d e d us) — a n d yet t h e w h o l e business w e n t on h a p p e n i n g . We have 

tota l i n f o r m a t i o n , b u t i t has no effect. T h e consensus , t h e col lec t ive c o w a r d i c e 

find an alibi in this gene ra l i zed n e w s a n d i n f o r m a t i o n . I n f o r m a t i o n plays t h e role 

of a scalpel, forever separa t ing t h e j u n t a s in p o w e r in all t he c o u n t r i e s of t h e w o r l d 

f rom any co l lec t ive wi l l , and c ica t r i z ing , as i f w i t h h o t i rons , t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 

w h i c h m a y e n s u e . 

In this f rac ture b e t w e e n he lo t s a n d el i tes , i t i s silly a n d senseless to w r a p o n e ­

self i n t h e flag o f t h e d i v i n e Left a n d its d e m o c r a t i c a r r o g a n c e a n d d e p l o r e t h e 

a 
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s tup id i ty of t h e masses, d u p e d by t h e m e d i a a n d t h e e lec tora l sys tem — a pos i t i on 

w e have r e c e n t l y s een a d o p t e d t o w a r d s B e r l u s c o n i i n I taly o r L e Pen 's advances 

in t h e F r e n c h local e lec t ions . T h a t i s m e r e l y a s h o r t - s i g h t e d , c o n v e n t i o n a l ana ly ­

sis o f po l i t i ca l r e a son . In t h e e n d , t h e ' b l i n d ' masses s e e m to see t h i n g s m o r e 

subt ly t h a n t h e ' e n l i g h t e n e d ' in te l l ec tua l s : t h e y see tha t t h e seats o f p o w e r are 

emp ty , c o r r u p t p laces o f despair , a n d h e n c e logica l ly o n e s h o u l d p u t c h a r a c t e r s 

o f p rec i se ly this t y p e i n t h e m : e m p t y i n d i v i d u a l s , bu f foons , h a m ac to r s a n d 

char la tans — t h e ideal p e o p l e for t h e s i t ua t ion . Take B e r l u s c o n i for e x a m p l e . T h e 

pol i t ica l w o r l d , as i t is, r ep resen t s t h e o n l y poss ib le ' rea l ' — even if i t is n o t r a t i o ­

nal . I f y o u w a n t t o c h a n g e s o m e t h i n g , t h e n y o u have t o set a b o u t rea l i ty itself, 

w h i c h i s q u i t e a n o t h e r m a t t e r . B e r l u s c o n i a n d Le P e n are w h a t t h e y are, a n d all 

r e c r i m i n a t i o n s agains t t h e ' i r r a t i o n a l ' masses are m e r e l y t h e p r o d u c t o f a na ive 

i l l u m i n i s m ( b o t h c u n n i n g a n d pol i t ica l ly c o r r e c t ) . H o w e v e r , i t i s equa l ly u n d e ­

n iab le t ha t we f ind this state of affairs u n b e a r a b l e — w h e t h e r i t be B e r l u s c o n i , Le 

P e n o r t h e c u r r e n t d e l i q u e s c e n t state o f po l i t i cs . W e have , t h e n , t o c o m e t o 

t e r m s w i t h a c o n t r a d i c t o r y s i t ua t ion i n t ha t w e b o t h have t h e sys t em w e dese rve 

a n d — e qua l l y n o n - n e g l i g i b l y — we c a n n o t b e a r it . T h i s is a f o r m of i n s o l u b l e 

d i l e m m a . You can have a visceral an t i -mass , a n t i - y o b , a n t i - r e d n e c k r eac t i on . B u t 

an equa l ly viscera l an t i - e l i t e , an t i - cas t e , a n t i - c u l t u r e , ant i -nomenklatura r e a c t i o n . 

S h o u l d y o u b e o n t h e s ide o f t h e m i n d l e s s masses o r o f a r r o g a n t p r i v i l e g e ( a r r o ­

gan t pa r t i cu l a r ly in c l a i m i n g an affinity w i t h t h e masses)? T h e r e i s no s o l u t i o n . 

W e are c a u g h t b e t w e e n t w o i n t e g r i s m s : t h e o n e p o p u l i s t (or Is lamic a n d f u n d a ­

men ta l i s t ) , t h e o t h e r l iberal a n d elitist, t h e i n t e g r i s m o f e n f o r c e d d e m o c r a c y a n d 

t h e u n i v e r s a l . F o r this l a t t e r a n E n l i g h t e n m e n t f ana t i c i sm w h i c h n o l o n g e r 

k n o w s w h a t values to subsc r ibe to , t h e o t h e r f o r m — t h e popu l i s t , Is lamic t y p e — 

p rov ides a p r o v i d e n t i a l t a rge t . B u t i t is i tself a fana t ic i sm, w h i c h Is lamic f u n d a ­

m e n t a l i s m , w i t h e q u a l i n t o l e r a n c e , d o e s n o t r e c o g n i z e a s h a v i n g a m o r a l a n d 
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pol i t i ca l r i g h t t o exist . A n d t h e t w o o p e r a t e against t h e s a m e b a c k d r o p o f a n 

ind i f fe ren t N e w W o r l d O r d e r . I s t h e r e still a p lace b e t w e e n t h e t w o for a p r o ­

fane p r a c t i c e o f f r e edom? 

4 September 1995 
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I n f o r m a t i o n a t the 
M e t e o r o l o g i c a l S t a g e 

I n f o r m a t i o n l o n g ago b r o k e t h r o u g h t h e t r u t h b a r r i e r a n d m o v e d i n t o t h e h y p e r -

space w h e r e th ings are ne i t he r t r u e n o r false, s ince eve ry th ing in t h e r ea lm of 

i n f o r m a t i o n d e p e n d s on ins tan taneous credibility. O r , t o p u t i t m o r e accurately, 

i n f o r m a t i o n is t r u e r t h a n t r ue since it is true in real time — this is w h y it is funda ­

men ta l ly u n c e r t a i n . O r again, t o d r a w o n M a n d e l b r o t ' s r ecen t t h e o r y w e can say 

that th ings in t h e i n f o r m a t i o n space or t h e his tor ical space, l ike those in fractal 

space, are no l o n g e r o n e - , t w o - o r t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l : t hey float i n s o m e i n t e r ­

m e d i a t e d i m e n s i o n . We no l onge r have any standards o f t ru th o r objectivity, b u t a 

scale of probabil i ty. 

You p u t o u t an i t e m of i n fo rma t ion . So l o n g as i t has n o t b e e n d e n i e d , i t i s 

plausible. A n d , b a r r i n g s o m e h a p p y acc iden t , i t wil l neve r be d e n i e d in real t i m e 

and so wil l always r e m a i n c red ib le . E v e n i f d e n i e d , i t wil l no l o n g e r ever be 

absolutely false, since i t has o n c e b e e n credible . U n l i k e t ru th , credibi l i ty has no 

limits; it c a n n o t be refuted, because it is v i r tual . We are in a k i n d of fractal truth: j u s t 

as a fractal ob jec t no l o n g e r has o n e , t w o or t h r ee d imens ions (in w h o l e n u m b e r s ) , 

b u t 1.2 or 2 .3 d imens ions , so an event is no l o n g e r necessari ly t r u e or false, b u t 
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hovers b e t w e e n 1.2 o r 2 .3 octaves o f t r u t h . T h e space b e t w e e n t h e t r u e a n d t h e 

false is no l o n g e r a relat ional space, b u t a space of r a n d o m d i s t r ibu t ion . 

We cou ld , o f course , say t h e same o f t h e space b e t w e e n g o o d and evil, b e a u t y 

and ugliness, cause and effect. E v e n sexual i ty today moves in a c u r i o u s i n t e r m e d i ­

ate d i m e n s i o n - n e i t h e r mascu l ine n o r f emin ine — b u t at 1.5 or 1.7 s o m e w h e r e 

b e t w e e n t h e t w o (hence the impossibi l i ty o f o p e r a t i n g w i th t h e c o n c e p t o f sexual 

difference, from lack o f def in i t ion) . T h e u n c e r t a i n t y p r inc ip le does n o t b e l o n g to 

physics a lone ; i t is a t t h e hea r t of all o u r ac t ions , a t t h e hea r t o f ' r e a l i t y ' . 

T h i s er ra t ic s i tua t ion, this lack of m o o r i n g s and genera l ized uncer ta in ty , i s shift­

i ng all facts, events a n d the i r i n t e rp re t a t i on in to a phase or stage we m i g h t t e r m 

meteorological. Yet this is no l o n g e r t h e stage of the natura l unpred ic tab i l i ty of the 

e l emen t s , o f w i n d a n d wea ther , b u t o f a s e c o n d a r y undecidabi l i ty , ar is ing from the 

ve ry per fec t ion o f calculat ions and i n f o r m a t i o n . 

Take t h e T V w e a t h e r forecast. T h e p re sen te r s have t u r n e d this i n t o a g a m e 

show. F r o m t h e satelli te data, w h i c h serve as a scientific alibi, t hey seek t h e ideal 

fo rmula : t h e w o r d s w h i c h wil l satisfy t h e p u b l i c w i t h o u t b e i n g t o o w i d e o f t h e 

ac tua l events . T h e y are c a u g h t b e t w e e n t h e instabi l i ty o f a t m o s p h e r i c flows and 

t h e ins tabi l i ty o f col lec t ive e x p e c t a t i o n s , w h i c h m a k e s t h e forecast v i r tua l ly a 

pol i t ica l ma t t e r . T h e y t ry m o r e or less conscious ly , on a daily basis, to c o b b l e t h e 

t w o th ings t o g e t h e r i n t o e p h e m e r a l s imu la t i on m o d e l s . So, n e w s o f t h e w e a t h e r 

can r u n precise ly c o u n t e r to w h a t y o u see o u t o f y o u r w i n d o w , b u t i t i s t r u e i n 

simulation, s ince i t i s d e d u c e d f rom t h e v a r i o u s data of a m o d e l scena r io . W h i c h 

involves m a n y o t h e r factors bes ides m e t e o r o l o g i c a l cons ide ra t i ons . T h e p r e s e n t e r 

wil l take a c c o u n t o f t h e e r rors in t h e p r e v i o u s day's forecast , o f t h e c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

tha t t h e w e a t h e r c a n n o t b e bad t h r e e w e e k e n d s r u n n i n g ( the p o p u l a t i o n w o u l d 

n o t s tand for it) and natural ly also t h e object ive fact of the approach of a depression 

o r a n t i - c y c l o n e - b u t this fact, w h i c h so of ten t u r n s o u t to be w r o n g , c a n n o t be 
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d e t e r m i n a n t in t h e forecast. I t follows that t h e d e g r e e o f p e r t i n e n c e o f t h e w e a t h e r 

forecast is, t a k e n overall , less t h a n tha t of n o r m a l i n t u i t i o n . As a result , to t h e 

p o e t i c u n c e r t a i n t y o f t h e skies w e m u s t dai ly add t h e a rb i t ra ry u n c e r t a i n t y o f 

m e t e o r o l o g i c a l d i scourse . 

Yet we are to ld that i t i s g o i n g to be possible, us ing u l t ra -sophis t ica ted c o m p u t e r 

t echn iques , to m a k e an accura te forecast o f the w e a t h e r over the n e x t t w o days. B u t 

the c o m p u t e r s wil l take four days to do it. So in four days' t i m e we shall k n o w p r e ­

cisely w h a t t h e w e a t h e r was o n t h e p r e c e d i n g t w o days. T h e t r u t h o f t h e forecast 

has no c o n c e r n w i t h truly b e i n g a forecast. A n d the facts s imply have to fall i n to l ine. 

I f necessary, t r u t h will co r r ec t t h e m retrospectively. I t wil l have b e e n fine even i f i t 

ra ined . F o r facts are facts and t r u t h is t r u t h . I t always arrives t o o late, b u t w h e n i t 

does ar r ive i t i s t r u t h w h i c h c o m m a n d s belief. 

I t is no acc ident that in all t he med ia the w e a t h e r bul let in always directly precedes 

o r follows t h e s tock marke t r epor t . T h e i n c o h e r e n c e o f s tock e x c h a n g e m o v e m e n t s 

i s a f i t t ing c o u n t e r p a r t to t h e f luc tuat ions of w e a t h e r c o m p u t a t i o n s . To w h i c h we 

can add t h e m a n y o p i n i o n polls , w h i c h o b e y t h e same logic a t t h e level o f pub l i c 

o p i n i o n . 

If we m a y hypo thes i ze a reality of e c o n o m i c activity, a reality of w e a t h e r a n d a 

reality o f publ ic o p i n i o n , w h a t e v e r i t m a y be , t h e n t h e vers ion g iven to us t h r o u g h 

the S tock E x c h a n g e , t h e w e a t h e r forecasts a n d t h e o p i n i o n polls i s a pu re ly s p e c u ­

lative o n e , w h i c h on ly distantly reflects t h e realities c o n c e r n e d . T h e r e i s doubt less 

s o m e k i n d of strategy b e h i n d this t ranscr ip t ion in s imulated fo rm, bu t , as w i t h fash­

ion , n o o n e can tell w h o gains b y it. N o o n e can cla im t o exp lo i t t h e o p i n i o n 

polls - n o t even those w h o bel ieve t hey m a n i p u l a t e t h e m . As for t h e p u r p o s e s o f 

the S tock E x c h a n g e , they are unin te l l ig ib le . You get t h e w o r r y i n g feel ing that this 

undecidabi l i ty , this f loating of rates, p r ices a n d e x c h a n g e rates m u s t have a m e a n ­

i n g a n d a p u r p o s e , b u t for w h o m a n d for w h a t ? I n o u r p e r v e r s e sy s t em o f 
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g o v e r n m e n t , i t is, at any rate, a powerfu l we l l sp r ing of col lect ive u n c e r t a i n t y and 

d is i l lus ionment . I t is a t ranspoli t ical f o r m of destabi l izat ion of t h e social body. 

For i f m e t e o r o l o g y is b e c o m i n g , in a way, poli t ical , poli t ics is b e c o m i n g m e ­

teoro log ica l . As m u c h play is m a d e of figures, co-eff icients , rates a n d indices as of 

t h e r a n d o m m o v e m e n t s o f the heavens; and pe r iods o f depression and h igh pressure 

a l t e rna te in t h e field of events and o p i n i o n w i t h the same regular i ty as in t h e 

s t ra tosphere . 

I t even seems tha t , by a s u p r e m e irony, reality is n o w b e g i n n i n g to c o n f o r m to 

these (misplaced) specula t ions . O p i n i o n i s b e g i n n i n g to m e r g e w i t h t h e polls; o r a t 

any rate t h e r e i s vir tual ly no o t h e r m i r r o r of publ ic o p i n i o n b u t t h e polls ( there i s 

a g o o d reason for this: namely, that , as B o u r d i e u says, publ ic o p i n i o n does n o t 

exist) . T h e real e c o n o m y i s n o w c o m i n g t o m e r g e w i t h t h e m i r r o r o f t h e S tock 

E x c h a n g e , w h e r e it assumes its u l t ima te face as ins t an taneous flow, as a limitless 

o p e r a t i o n w i t h no precise goal , a col lect ive spectacle. Little by little, t h e k i n d of 

f luctuat ions w h i c h o c c u r on t h e S tock E x c h a n g e — of b u y i n g and selling, t ransfer­

e n c e a n d d u m p i n g , l o s s -mak ing specu la t ion and fo rward - t r ad ing - has invaded t h e 

p r o d u c t i o n and m a n a g e m e n t sectors o f t h e real e c o n o m y . 

I t seems tha t e v e r y t h i n g - even t h e w e a t h e r — has wear i ly c o m e r o u n d to c o m ­

p ly ing w i t h t h e m o d e l s , a n d has m e e k l y b e c o m e as i n c o h e r e n t a s t h e w e a t h e r 

forecast. I t i s as t h o u g h t h e forecasts h a d finally unse t t led the wea the r , in m u c h t h e 

s a m e w a y as f inancial specu la t ion ends up m o d i f y i n g e c o n o m i c processes a n d 

polls e n d u p obsess ing and o b s c u r i n g pub l i c o p i n i o n . T h e r e can b e n o d o u b t tha t 

reali ty i s d r iven i n t o t u r m o i l on c o n t a c t w i t h m o d e l s , o r ends up i ronical ly c o n ­

f o r m i n g t o t h e m , like t h e d reams and u n c o n s c i o u s o f p r imi t ive peop les o n con tac t 

w i t h p sycho -an th ropo log i s t s . O n e t h i n g i s cer ta in : m e t e o r o l o g y has b e c o m e a ref­

e r e n c e scena r io . So l o n g a s t h e w i n d was b l o w i n g in t h e d i r ec t i on o f t h e ra t ional 

a n d t h e p red ic tab le across all discipl ines , f rom t h e h u m a n to t h e exac t sc iences , 
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m e t e o r o l o g y r e m a i n e d t h e e m b l e m o f t h e u n p r e d i c t a b l e , t h e u n c o n t r o l l a b l e 

e l e m e n t of o u r daily lives, and, as a result, t h e subject of pe rpe tua l c o m m e n t (secret 

marve l l i ng a t t h e w e a t h e r ) . 

B u t n o w that the same disciplines - f rom physics to e c o n o m i c s , from c o s m o g o n y 

to sociology, f rom b io logy to h i s tory - are g o i n g over, i f n o t to t h e i r ra t ional , t h e n 

a t least to t h e u n c e r t a i n t y p r i n c i p l e , to ca lcu la t ions of probabi l i ty , to f lexible 

hypo theses , f loat ing verif icat ion a n d t h e reversibil i ty o f p ropos i t ions , t h e m e t e o r o ­

logical r ea lm i s b e c o m i n g the m i r r o r of the i r uncer ta in ty , t h e p a r a d i g m for the i r 

absence o f m o o r i n g s . W h a t was o n c e pleasant c l imat ic fantasy has d e v e l o p e d i n t o 

a p r o p h e t i c a p p r o x i m a t i o n o f t h e n e w k i n d o f events by w h i c h we are beset . T h e 

p r o m o t i o n of the r a n d o m , the accidenta l a n d t h e insignificant in analysis — such as 

t h e p r o m o t i o n of t h e fait divers in soc io logy or t h e slip in p sycho logy - is n o t new. 

T h e a n o m a l y is b e c o m i n g a source of u n d e r s t a n d i n g , as is eve ry th ing w h i c h is an 

e x c e p t i o n to t h e ru le . W h y shou ld this n o t also apply to w e a t h e r events? I s i t n o t 

marve l lous that o u r m o s t sophis t ica ted calcula t ions t u r n o u t to be as u n c e r t a i n as 

the unpredic tabi l i ty of t h e weather? Is i t n o t t h e m o s t attractive feature of polit icians 

that the i r strategies t u r n o u t in t h e e n d to be t h e equiva lent o f s t ra tospher ic events? 

Th i s restores to all fields - poli t ics a m o n g t h e m - a suspense w h i c h d i sappeared 

l o n g ago. T h e on ly events today r u n counter to statistics (similarly, on ly w h a t runs 

counter to pol i t ics and counter to h i s tory cons t i tu tes an event today) . For p e o p l e w h o 

n o l o n g e r have any o p i n i o n , a n d w h o d o n o t i n any event have any c h a n c e o f 

m a k i n g i t c o u n t - h e m m e d in as t hey are by discourses even before t hey are 

h e m m e d in by figures - t h e stakes are shift ing f rom t h e ideologica l t e r ra in to the 

statistical. A n d t h e on ly pleasure, t h e on ly h o p e - s o m e t i m e s fulfilled — is to prove 

the pollsters w r o n g , t o have one 's cho ices a n d acts p r o d u c e s o m e o t h e r o u t c o m e 

than t h e o n e an t ic ipa ted . A collect ive evil gen ius is at w o r k here . In a g a m e as t i r e ­

s o m e as pol i t ics , t h e on ly in te res t ing event is t h e statistical reversal of t h e s i tua t ion 
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(as, for e x a m p l e , i n 1992 w i t h t h e F r e n c h r e f e r e n d u m on E u r o p e ) . T h e fickleness 

o f the statistical masses, n o t un l ike t h e capr ic ious m o v e m e n t o f c louds , r e d u c e d t h e 

o p i n i o n polls to a k i n d of lo t te ry and, t h r o u g h that lottery, b r o u g h t d e m o c r a c y itself 

d o w n to a k i n d of r a n d o m game, elevating the unce r t a in ty pr inc ip le - as in Baby lon 

or w i t h t h e ho r se races in B y z a n t i u m - to t h e status of a ru le . 

18 September 1995 

90 



D i s e m b o d i e d V i o l e n c e : H a t e 1 

H a t e : instead of dep lo r ing the resurgence of an atavistic v iolence, we shou ld see that 

i t i s o u r m o d e r n i t y itself, o u r h y p e r m o d e r n i t y w h i c h produces this type of v io lence , 

and these special effects. I n d e e d , t e r r o r i s m is pa r t of this t oo . Trad i t iona l v i o l e n c e 

is m u c h m o r e enthusiast ic and sacrificial. O u r s is a s imula ted v io l ence in t h e sense 

that i t wells up , n o t so m u c h f rom passion a n d inst inct , b u t f rom t h e screen. I t is, 

in a sense, po ten t ia l ly present in t h e screen a n d t h e med ia , w h i c h p r e t e n d to record 

i t and broadcas t it, b u t w h i c h in reality p r e c e d e i t and p r o m p t it. As e v e r y w h e r e 

else, t h e m e d i a he re p r e c e d e this v io l ence , as t hey do te r ror is t acts. T h i s i s w h a t 

makes i t a specifically m o d e r n f o r m ; a n d this t o o is w h y i t is imposs ib le to assign 

real (polit ical, sociological or psychologica l ) causes to it. O n e senses tha t all e x ­

planat ions of that type are deficient . Similarly, i t makes little sense to be ra t e t h e 

m e d i a for p r o p a g a t i n g v io l ence by s h o w i n g i t o r te l l ing v io l en t s tor ies . Fo r t h e 

screen, a v i r tua l surface, pro tec ts us r a t h e r wel l , w h a t e v e r is said a b o u t it, f rom t h e 

real con ten t s o f the image . Because o f t h e w a y t h e screen breaks t h e cycle, v io l ence 

16. Math ieu Kassovitz's film La Maine (Hate) was released in France in March 1995. 
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in films a n d TV does n o t lead on to b e h a v i o u r a l v io lence . I t i s t h e v io l ence o f t h e 

m e d i u m itself w h i c h leaves us defenceless - t he v io l ence of t h e v i r tua l a n d its n o n -

spectacular prol i fera t ion. W h a t i s to be feared is n o t the psycholog ica l spread of 

v io l ence , b u t its t echno log ica l e x t e n s i o n — the e x t e n s i o n of a t ransparen t v io lence , 

t h e k i n d w h i c h leads to t h e d i s e m b o d i m e n t o f all reality a n d referentiali ty: t h e 

d e g r e e X e r o x o f v io lence . 

I t i s because o u r society no l o n g e r allows space for real v io lence , h is tor ical or 

class v io l ence , tha t it genera tes a v i r tua l , reactive v io lence . A p h a n t o m v io lence as 

i t were , t he way we speak of a p h a n t o m pregnancy , a v io l ence w h i c h , like that 

p h a n t o m c o n d i t i o n , gives b i r t h t o n o t h i n g wha teve r , n e i t h e r founds n o r genera tes 

a n y t h i n g wha tever . ' H a t e ' i s like this. O n e m i g h t regard i t as an archaic impulse , 

bu t , paradoxically, because i t is d i s c o n n e c t e d f rom its ob jec t and its ends , i t is c o n ­

t e m p o r a n e o u s w i t h t h e hyper rea l i ty o f t h e great me t ropo l i ses . W e m a y dis t inguish 

a basic f o r m of v io lence , t h e v i o l e n c e of aggression, oppress ion , rape , d o m i n a t i o n , 

h u m i l i a t i o n and spol ia t ion - t h e uni la tera l v i o l e n c e of t h e s t ronges t . A n d this 

m i g h t find a reply in a con t rad ic to ry v io lence — historical v io lence , critical v io lence , 

the v io lence o f the negative. R u p t u r a l , transgressive v io lence (to w h i c h we may add 

t h e v i o l e n c e o f analysis, t h e v io l ence o f i n t e rp re t a t ion ) . T h e s e are fo rms o f d e t e r ­

m i n a t e v io lence , w i t h an o r i g i n and an end , and the i r causes and effects can be 

identif ied. T h e y c o r r e s p o n d to a t r anscendence , w h e t h e r i t be the t r anscendence of 

p o w e r , h i s tory o r m e a n i n g . 

Agains t this t he r e stands o p p o s e d a p rope r ly c o n t e m p o r a r y f o r m of v io l ence . 

M o r e subt le than t h e v io l ence of aggression: a v io l ence of d e t e r r e n c e , pacif icat ion, 

neu t ra l i za t ion , con t ro l - a v io l ence of qu ie t e x t e r m i n a t i o n , a gene t ic , c o m m u n i c a -

t ional v io l ence - the v io l ence of t h e consensus a n d convivial i ty w h i c h tends to 

abol ish — t h r o u g h drugs , disease p r e v e n t i o n , psychical and m e d i a r egu la t ion — t h e 

ve ry roo ts of evil and h e n c e of all radicality. T h e v io l ence of a sys tem w h i c h roots 
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o u t any f o r m o f negat iv i ty a n d s ingular i ty ( inc lud ing t h e u l t ima te f o r m o f s i n g u ­

larity - dea th itself). T h e v io l ence of a socie ty in w h i c h negat iv i ty is vi r tual ly 

p roh ib i t ed , conflict is p roh ib i t ed , dea th is p roh ib i t ed . A v io l ence w h i c h , in a way, 

pu ts an e n d to v io l ence itself. A v i o l e n c e w h i c h can be m e t by no equal and 

oppos i t e v io l ence . O n l y ha te . 

B o r n of indifference - par t icular ly t h e indifference radia ted by t h e m e d i a - ha te 

is a coo l , d i s c o n t i n u o u s f o r m , w h i c h can swi tch instantly to any objec t . I t is n o t 

hea t ed a n d i t lacks conv ic t ion ; i t is c o n s u m e d in t h e process of its a c t i n g - o u t - a n d 

often in its i m a g e and the i m m e d i a t e repercuss ions - as can be seen f rom t h e c u r ­

rent ou tburs t s of de l i nquency on the b ig city estates. I f t radi t ional v io l ence reflected 

t h e level o f oppress ion a n d conflict , ha t e reflects t h e level o f consensus and c o n ­

viviality. O u r ec lec t ic c u l t u r e i s t h e c u l t u r e o f t h e m i n g l i n g o f oppos i t e s , t h e 

c o - e x i s t e n c e of all differences w i t h i n a great cul tura l m e l t i n g po t . B u t let us n o t 

have any illusions a b o u t this: i t is precisely this mul t i cu l tu ra l i sm, this to le rance , this 

synergy, w h i c h stir up t h e t e m p t a t i o n of a genera l abreac t ion , a g u t re jec t ion . 

Synergy p roduces allergy. O v e r - p r o t e c t i o n leads to a loss of defences and i m m u n i t y : 

the r e d u n d a n t an t i -bod ie s t u r n a r o u n d against t h e o rgan i sm itself. H a t e i s o f this 

o rde r : l ike m a n y m o d e r n diseases, i t has s o m e t h i n g o f self-aggression and a u t o ­

i m m u n e p a t h o l o g y a b o u t it. We are n o t yet ready t o c o p e w i t h t h e c o n d i t i o n o f 

artificial i m m u n i t y w h i c h o u r b ig cities p rov ide for us. We are like a species w h o s e 

natura l p reda to rs have b e e n r e m o v e d — d o o m e d e i ther very qu ick ly to disappear o r 

to dest roy itself. In a sense, we use ha t e to p ro t ec t ourselves from this lack of t h e 

o ther , t h e e n e m y or oppos i t i on - w i t h ha te m o b i l i z i n g a k i n d of artificial, ob j ec t ­

less oppos i t i ona l i t y . In this way, h a t e is a k i n d of 'fatal s t r a t egy ' against t h e 

pacif icat ion of ex is tence . In its very ambigui ty , i t is a despera te protes t against t h e 

indifference of o u r wor ld and doubt less , for that reason, a m u c h m o r e in tense m o d e 

of re la t ion t han consensus or conviviality. 
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T h e c o n t e m p o r a r y t ransi t ion f rom v i o l e n c e to ha te i s character is t ic of t h e shift 

f rom an ob jec t pass ion to an objectless passion. A p u r e and undi f ferent ia ted v i o ­

lence , a v io l ence of a th i rd type , as i t were , c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s w i t h t h e e x p o n e n t i a l 

v io l ence o f the te r ror i s t and w i t h all t h e viral, e p i d e m i c fo rms o f c o n t a g i o n and 

cha in reac t ion . H a t e i s m o r e unrea l , m o r e elusive in its manifes ta t ions t h a n straight 

v i o l e n c e . Y o u can see this clearly in r ac i sm a n d d e l i n q u e n c y . T h i s i s w h y i t i s so 

difficult t o c o u n t e r it, e i t h e r b y p r e v e n t i o n o r p o l i c e c r a c k d o w n s . Y o u c a n n o t 

d e - m o t i v a t e it, s ince i t has no expl ic i t m o t i v a t i o n . You can' t d e m o b i l i z e it, s ince i t 

has no clear m o b i l i z i n g factor. A n d i t i s n o n e t o o easy to p u n i s h it, s ince m o s t o f 

t h e t i m e it takes itself as the target: it is, p r e - eminen t ly , a passion at odds w i t h itself. 

We s e e m d o o m e d to r e p r o d u c e t h e S a m e in an endless ident i f ica t ion , in a u n i ­

versal cu l tu re of identity, and this gives rise to an e n o r m o u s r e sen tmen t : self-hatred. 

N o t ha t r ed of the o the r , as a superficial i n t e rp re t a t i on of racism w o u l d have it, b u t 

t h e loss o f t h e o t h e r a n d r e s e n t m e n t o f tha t loss. T h e usual c o n t e n t i o n i s that ha te 

is a ha t r ed of the o t h e r - h e n c e t h e i l lusion o n e is o p p o s i n g i t by p r e a c h i n g to l e r ­

ance a n d respect for difference - b u t in fact ha te (racism, etc.) is n o t so m u c h a 

re jec t ion of t h e o t h e r as a fanatical desire for otherness. It seeks despai r ingly to c o m ­

pensa te for t h e loss o f t h e o t h e r by t h e exo rc i z ing of an artificial o the r , w h i c h may, 

as a result, be a n y o n e wha tever . In a l o b o t o m i z e d wor ld , w h e r e conflicts are i m m e ­

diately c o n t a i n e d , i t seeks to resuscitate o the rnes s — if on ly to destroy it. I t seeks to 

escape tha t fateful ident if icat ion, that autistic c o n f i n e m e n t to w h i c h the ve ry m o v e ­

m e n t of o u r cu l tu re c o n d e m n s us. Th i s i s a cu l tu re of Ressentiment, t h e n , b u t o n e 

in w h i c h , b e h i n d t h e r e s e n t m e n t o f t h e o the r , o n e c a n n o t b u t sense a r e s e n t m e n t 

of self, of t h e d ic ta to rsh ip of t h e self a n d t h e selfsame, w h i c h m a y e x t e n d as far as 

se l f -des t ruc t ion . 

So we m u s t see ' h a t e ' , in all its ambigui ty , as a c repuscular passion — s imu l t an ­

eously s y m p t o m and o p e r a t o r o f this s u d d e n loss o f t h e social, o f o the rnes s , o f 
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conflict and , lastly, of t h e system itself, t h r e a t e n e d w i t h gravi ta t ional collapse. A 

s y m p t o m of the e n d or the failure of m o d e r n i t y — i f n o t the e n d of history, for para­

doxically t he r e has neve r b e e n any e n d of history, s ince t he re has neve r b e e n a 

reso lu t ion of all t h e p rob lems i t has posed . T h e r e is, ra ther , a passing b e y o n d t h e 

end , w i t h o u t any th ing hav ing b e e n resolved. A n d in the cu r r en t ' ha t e ' , t he re i s p r e ­

cisely a r e s e n t m e n t of e v e r y t h i n g that has n o t t aken place. A n d , w i t h this, t h e 

u r g e n t desire t o h u r r y things on so a s t o be d o n e w i t h the system, to b r i n g s o m e ­

th ing else i n t o be ing , to conjure up the o ther , t he event f rom elsewhere. In this coo l 

fanaticism, o n e can g l impse a mi l l ena r i an f o r m of p rovoca t ion . 

W e ' v e all ' go t ha t e ' . I t i s m o r e than we c o u l d m a n a g e n o t to . We are all a m b i g u ­

ously nosta lgic for t h e e n d of t h e wor ld , tha t i s to say, w a n t i n g to give i t an e n d , 

s o m e e n d - g o a l , a t any p r i ce — i f on ly t h r o u g h r e s e n t m e n t a n d total re jec t ion of t h e 

w o r l d as it is. 

2 October 1995 



P s y c h e d e l i c V i o l e n c e : Drugs 

D r u g s in genera l no l o n g e r play a par t in t h e symbol i c rituals of t h e indus t r ia l ized 

societies. T h e s e societies are g iven over to deferred goals w h i c h assume a calculated 

sacrifice o f t i m e a n d energy, w h e r e a s d r u g - u s e always p resupposes t h e i m m e d i a c y 

of a m e n t a l process a n d a k i n d of ach ieved Utopia. T h r o u g h o u t t h e ages, all t h i n k ­

i n g w h i c h has a d v o c a t e d t h e i m m e d i a t e a c h i e v e m e n t o f Utopia has b e e n 

c o n d e m n e d as heret ical . 

I n the v i e w we take o f m o d e r n drugs , s o m e t h i n g o f this ancestral c o n d e m n a t i o n 

remains , t o g e t h e r w i t h s o m e t h i n g o f t h e occu l t p o w e r drugs der ive f rom the i r 

anc i en t v i r tues . We m a y say, t h e n , that t hey fascinate as m u c h as t hey repel , and 

that , f rom t h e s t andpo in t o f W e s t e r n reason, t hey are definitively ambiva len t . T h e y 

have a na rco t i c effect on the b o d y a n d t h e b ra in — and also on t h e w a y we j u d g e 

t h e m . 

In o u r p r e s e n t - d a y analysis, i t has l o n g b e e n c u s t o m a r y to see d r u g s as re la t ­

i n g to ' a n o m i e ' i n D u r k h e i m ' s sense. In th is , t h e y are ak in to a c e r t a i n t ype o f 

su ic ide w h i c h cha rac t e r i ze s t h e social b o d i e s o f t h e i n d u s t r i a l i z e d c o u n t r i e s . 

T h e s e are residual , marg ina l , t ransgressive fo rms , fo rms w h i c h lie ou t s ide t h e law, 
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b e y o n d t h e gene ra l social o r g a n i z a t i o n a n d sys tem o f o rgan ic values o f t h e g r o u p . 

I t i s a m a t t e r o f m a r g i n s , b u t o f m a r g i n s w h i c h do n o t c h a l l e n g e t h e p r i n c i p l e o f 

t h e l aw a n d o f va lue a n d c a n p o t e n t i a l l y b e i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e cyc le o f t h e l a w 

and va lues . 

T h e c u r r e n t status o f d rugs is, in fact, qu i t e different. In c o m m o n w i t h cer ta in 

o t h e r specifically c o n t e m p o r a r y p h e n o m e n a , i t i s n o t a n o m i c , b u t anomalous. T h e 

a n o m a l o u s is n o t w h a t is marg ina l , u n b a l a n c e d or organical ly in deficit; i t is t h e 

p r o d u c t of an excess of organiza t ion , regu la t ion a n d rat ional izat ion w i t h i n a system. 

I t i s tha t w h i c h for no apparen t reason c o m e s , s eeming ly f rom outs ide , to d i s rup t 

t h e o p e r a t i o n of t h e system. I t i s tha t w h i c h c o m e s from t h e ve ry logic , t h e excess 

of logic a n d rationality, of a system w h i c h , o n c e i t has r e a c h e d a cer ta in sa tura t ion 

threshold , secretes its ant ibodies , its in te rna l pa thologies , its s trange dysfunct ions, its 

unforeseeable , incurab le acc idents , its anomalies. 

Thi s is no l o n g e r t h e effect of a society's inabil i ty to in t eg ra te its ma rg in s , b u t 

r a the r of an over -capac i ty for i n t eg ra t i on a n d n o r m a l i z a t i o n . I t is a t this p o i n t tha t 

societies w h i c h are apparent ly o m n i p o t e n t are destabi l ized f rom w i t h i n - a n d this 

involves se r ious c o n s e q u e n c e s , for t h e m o r e t h e sys tem a t t emp t s to resolve its 

anomal ies , t h e m o r e i t will en t e r the logic of over -organ iza t ion and the m o r e i t will 

fuel the i r e ccen t r i c g r o w t h . 

We have to leave rationalist c o n c e p t i o n s b e h i n d here . In t h e past, t h e a n o m i c 

marg ins p r o v i d e d an occas ion for increased ra t ional iza t ion of t h e sys tem. Today i t 

i s t he over - ra t iona l i za t ion of the system w h i c h causes a n o m a l o u s acc idents and 

aggravates t h e m . 

We have to take this ' pe rve r se ' logic i n t o a c c o u n t and dis t inguish b e t w e e n a 

d r u g - u s e l inked to i nadequa t e social a n d e c o n o m i c d e v e l o p m e n t ( w h i c h i s still 

often f o u n d in t h e d e v e l o p i n g c o u n t r i e s o r a m o n g the u n d e r p r i v i l e g e d ) and a 

f o r m of use l inked , rather, to the sa tura t ion of t h e w o r l d of c o n s u m p t i o n - as b o t h 
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apogee and pa rody of that same c o n s u m p t i o n , as a con tes t a to ry a n o m a l y of a w o r l d 

o n e has to escape from because it is too abundant, n o t because it c o u l d be said to lack 

s o m e t h i n g . 

We are t h u s dea l i ng h e r e w i t h w h a t m i g h t be d e s c r i b e d as a d r u g - u s e of a 

' s e c o n d t y p e ' . A n d we s h o u l d see this in t e r m s o f all t h o s e processes o f a ' s e c o n d 

t y p e ' c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s w i t h i t — processes w h i c h o b e y this s a m e a n o m a l o u s 

log ic . In par t i cu la r , f o rms o f v i o l e n c e o f t h e ' s e c o n d t y p e ' - f o rms w h i c h are n o t 

o f t h e o r d e r o f p r i m a r y of fending b e h a v i o u r o r aggress ion, b u t b o r n o f a r eac t ion 

t o t h e i ndus t r i a l i z ed soc ie t ies ' excessive t o l e r a n c e , t h e o v e r - p r o t e c t i o n o f t h e 

social b o d y . T e r r o r i s m is of this o rder . I t i s a r e sponse to t h e o m n i p o t e n c e of 

m o d e r n states, w h i c h secre te i t n o t a s h i s t o r i c v i o l e n c e , b u t a s a n o m a l o u s v i o ­

l ence , w h i c h t hey c a n n o t s t a m p o u t , o t h e r t h a n b y t u r n i n g themse lves i n t o even 

m o r e c o n t r o l l e d , m o r e de ters ive , m o r e p o w e r f u l states, a n d s o c o n t i n u i n g t h e 

u p w a r d spiral . 

S u c h p a t h o l o g i e s o f t h e ' s e c o n d t y p e ' a s A I D S a n d c a n c e r are also o f this 

o rde r . T h e s e are no l o n g e r t r ad i t i ona l illnesses caused by t h e o r g a n i c de f ic iency 

of b o d i e s e x p o s e d to e x t e r n a l a t tack; t h e y resul t r a t h e r f rom a des tab i l i za t ion of 

o v e r - p r o t e c t e d b o d i e s (all t h e h y g i e n i c , c h e m i c a l , m e d i c a l , social a n d p s y c h o l o g ­

ical p ros the t ics ) w h i c h , as a resul t , lose t h e i r i m m u n i t y a n d fall p rey to any o ld 

v i rus . A n d j u s t a s t h e r e i s appa ren t ly no 'po l i t ica l ' s o lu t i on to t h e p r o b l e m of t e r ­

ro r i sm, t h e r e does n o t for t h e m o m e n t s e e m t o b e any b i o m e d i c a l so lu t i on t o t h e 

p r o b l e m of A I D S a n d cance r - a n d for t h e s a m e reason . T h e fact i s t ha t t he se are 

a n o m a l o u s processes , w h i c h precise ly r u n c o u n t e r — w i t h a savage, r eac t iona l v i o ­

l e n c e - t o t h e pol i t ica l o r b io log ica l o v e r - p r o t e c t i o n o f t h e social b o d y o r t h e 

physica l o n e . 

T h e use a n d abuse o f drugs i s pa r t o f this same symptoma to logy . We m a y c o n ­

d e m n t h e ex is tence o f this curse and t h e b e h a v i o u r w h i c h goes w i t h it, b u t w h a t 
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we can be sure of i s tha t t h e society w h i c h seeks to roo t i t o u t a n d e x p u n g e i t o n c e 

and for all f rom t h e social b o d y is r u n n i n g a ve ry great risk. N o w , t h e desire to do 

this exists; i t i s even pa r t of t h e rat ionalist pa r ano ia of o u r social systems. We have 

t o w e i g h up t h e ser ious deficit we i n c u r because o f drugs , b u t we m u s t also w e i g h 

up t h e ser ious deficit o r def ic iency tha t w o u l d result f rom the i r e l imina t ion . Th i s 

i s h o w w e gene ra t e cancers o r viruses w h i c h are m u c h m o r e c u n n i n g , a n d w h i c h 

d o n o t even have t h e mi t iga t ing c h a r m o f accursedness . 

T h e p o i n t w h e r e collect ive loss o f i m m u n e defences o r ind iv idua l loss o f s y m ­

bol ic defences occu r s i s t h e p o i n t w h e r e s o m e societies b e c o m e vu lne rab l e t o 

t e r ro r i sm, d rugs o r v io l ence (but also to depress ion a n d fascism). A n d we can 

easily see tha t t h e on ly so lu t ion lies in r e s to r ing these i m m u n i t i e s or symbol i c 

defences . B u t w e k n o w that o u r sys tem tends , i n the ve ry n a m e o f sc ience a n d 

progress, to destroy all natural i m m u n i t i e s and subst i tute artificial i m m u n e systems -

prosthetics - for t h e m . W h a t h o p e is the re that such a system will do any th ing o t h e r 

than c o n t i n u e in this same direct ion? W i t h this, we can sudden ly see d r u g - u s e f rom 

a qu i t e different angle, w h i c h is d i rect ly c o n t r a r y to w h a t has so far b e e n a rgued : 

w h i l e b e i n g pa r t o f the s y n d r o m e of i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y , d rugs are themselves a 

defence. T h e r e are doubtless be t te r defences, b u t i t is n o t inconceivable that this use 

and abuse represent a vital, symbol ic reac t ion — t h o u g h an apparent ly despera te a n d 

suicidal o n e — to s o m e t h i n g even w o r s e . 

W i t h o u t s u b s c r i b i n g t o t h e ' f e e l - g o o d ' i d e o l o g y o f t h e sixties a n d sevent ies o n 

t h e ' m i n d - e x p a n d i n g p o w e r s o f d r u g s ' , w e m a y still t ake t h e — r a t h e r m o r e p r o ­

saic — v i e w tha t t he r e i s h e r e s o m e t h i n g of an escape f rom t h e ob jec t ive d r u d g e r y 

of life in s o m e socie t ies , a c o m m u n a l reflex of m i s b e h a v i o u r in t h e face of u n i ­

versal n o r m a l i z a t i o n , ra t ional iza t ion a n d p r o g r a m m i n g , w h i c h are u n d o u b t e d l y an 

even graver d a n g e r t o soc ie ty a n d t h e species i n t h e l o n g t e r m . W e k n o w tha t 

h u m a n be ings ga in effective p r o t e c t i o n f rom m a d n e s s b y r e s o r t i n g t o neuros i s . 
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Similarly, i t i s n o t by g o o d , b u t by relat ive evil t ha t o n e can p r o t e c t onese l f f rom 

abso lu te evil. T h e C h u r c h has u n d e r s t o o d h o w to m a n a g e its heresies i n this same 

w a y — as necessary (from its p o i n t of v i ew) a b e r r a t i o n s , as p e r n i c i o u s g e r m s of 

s o m e t h i n g (but g e r m s all t h e s ame) . A C h u r c h w h i c h no l o n g e r gives r ise to 

heres ies , or w h i c h has e l i m i n a t e d t h e m all, eventua l ly w i t h e r s away, j u s t as a b o d y 

w h i c h s tops p r o d u c i n g g e r m s , i n c l u d i n g t h o s e w o r k i n g to des t roy it, i s a d e a d 

body . 

H a v i n g said this, d r u g - u s e i s no l o n g e r in its intensive phase , the phase in w h i c h 

it was s u p p o r t e d by a e u p h o r i c or he ro ic , subversive or suicidal d iscourse . It is in its 

extensive phase. A n d if it is spreading further, it is, as a result, losing s o m e of its v i o ­

l ence . D r u g - u s e i s no l o n g e r a subvers ive a n o m i e , b u t an a n o m a l y b e c o m i n g 

ins t i tu t ional ized . 

So shou ld we crack d o w n on i t m o r e t han ever? A n e w hard a n t i - d r u g l ine m a y 

seem prob lemat ic ( w h e n there is no p r o - d r u g discourse). In t h e fragile state of e q u i ­

l i b r i u m o r d i sequ i l i b r ium in w h i c h t h e i m m u n e system o f t h e social o r indiv idual 

b o d y finds itself, tha t hard l ine w o u l d i n t r o d u c e a r ig id m o r a l i z i n g e l e m e n t , a legal 

r ig id i ty w h i c h i s no l onge r app rop r i a t e in the del icate m a n a g e m e n t o f anomal ies 

(and this is all t h e m o r e a m b i g u o u s in tha t i t often provides a cover for poli t ical 

strategies for w h i c h drugs , l ike any o t h e r f o r m of of fending behav iou r , p rov ide an 

easy alibi). 

T h e p r o b l e m of d r u g - u s e m u s t be t r ea t ed delicately, a n d (since i t i s an a m b i g u ­

o u s p r o b l e m ) w i t h s t r a t eg i e s w h i c h are t h e m s e l v e s a m b i g u o u s . A b o v e all, 

uni la tera l s t rategies o f d e n u n c i a t i o n , w h i c h s imply bols te r t h e h y p o c r i s y o f a c e r ­

ta in t y p e of society, are to be avo ided , as are s t ra tegies o f d i f fe ren t ia t ing b e t w e e n 

use a n d abuse , s ince n o o n e c o u l d specify t h e shif t ing l imi ts b e t w e e n t h e t w o . 

D r u g s — all d r u g s - are f o r m s of exorc i s t i c b e h a v i o u r : t h e y e x o r c i z e reality, t h e 

social o rde r , t h e ind i f fe rence of t h ings . B u t t h r o u g h d r u g s , i t i s soc ie ty i tself 
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w h i c h exorc i zes c e r t a i n f o r g o t t e n p o w e r s , dr ives a n d i n t e r n a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . I t 

i s soc ie ty w h i c h p r o d u c e s this p e r v e r s e effect a n d soc ie ty w h i c h c o n d e m n s it . I f 

i t i s n o t g o i n g to s top p r o d u c i n g t h e effect, t h e n i t s h o u l d a t least s top c u r s i n g it . 

U N E S C O 



The Dark C o n t i n e n t o f C h i l d h o o d 

T h e r e i s n o w w i t h i n t h e social a n d poli t ical o r d e r a specific p r o b l e m of c h i l d h o o d . 

A p r o b l e m inseparable f rom those of sexuality, d rugs , v io lence , ha t red a n d all t h e 

inso luble p r o b l e m s p o s e d by social exc lus ion . Like so m a n y o t h e r areas, c h i l d h o o d 

a n d ado lescence are today b e c o m i n g spaces d o o m e d b y a b a n d o n m e n t t o m a r g i n -

ality a n d de l inquency . 

T h e n e w s offers a daily ch ron ic l e of this v io l ence : adolescents m u r d e r i n g the i r 

paren ts , v i o l e n c e o f ch i ld ren against o t h e r ch i ld ren , v io l ence a m o n g i n n e r city 

y o u t h , this lat ter still t ak ing a relatively social ized f o r m in gangs. B u t t he r e are also 

cases of pu re ly indiv idual ' ac t ing o u t ' (wi th t h e youngs t e r f rom C u e r s , a chi ld has 

for t h e first t i m e e n t e r e d the annals of mass killers). All these episodes are i n e x ­

pl icable in s imple psychologica l , social or m o r a l t e r m s . T h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g else 

g o i n g o n he re , w h i c h arises o u t o f t h e ve ry b r e a k d o w n o f the b io log ica l a n d s y m ­

bol ic o rders . 

To b e g i n w i t h , t h e status o f b i r t h has b e e n t u r n e d ups ide d o w n (after t h e status 

of dea th , w h i c h i s unrecognizab le today in proper ly h u m a n te rms) . Artificial i n s e m ­

i n a t i o n in all its fo rms , gene t ic con t ro l a n d m a n i p u l a t i o n : e v e r y w h e r e b i r t h seems 
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in dange r o f b e i n g def lected f rom its na tura l dest iny i n t o an artificial o n e . T h e l i ­

qu ida t ion in t h e l o n g t e r m of a familial, sexual genesis, of a psychical and biological 

bege t t i ng . I t i s t h e e n d of the chi ld as bea re r n o t on ly of the dual i ty of a m a n a n d 

a w o m a n , b u t the dual i ty of a past a n d a future, w h i c h a lone creates a m e m o r y . As 

a result, t h e chi ld b e c o m e s a t echn ica l p e r f o r m a n c e , a m i n i - e x t e n s i o n of t h e pa r ­

en t s , r a t h e r t h a n a g e n u i n e ' o t h e r ' . A so r t o f b y - p r o d u c t o f an i n c e s t u o u s 

d o u b l i n g - u l t imate ly n o t unl ike the scissiparity or schizogenesis of p r o t o z o a — c o n ­

ceived as an ideal o u t g r o w t h in y o u r i m a g e : t h e c lone -ch i ld , w h o s e p r o d u c t i o n 

from the D N A of a single o n e of y o u r cells i s cu r r en t l y b e i n g p l anned . As a t e c h ­

nical o p e r a t i o n this is as yet s o m e way off, b u t i t is already p resen t in t h e scientific 

and col lect ive i m a g i n a r y - and even in t h e re la t ionship b e t w e e n parents a n d the i r 

ch i ld ren . 

In fact, t h e chi ld is no l onge r a child. C h i l d r e n are subst i tu te be ings , w h o are 

los ing the i r na tura l o the rness a n d e n t e r i n g u p o n a satellite ex is tence on t h e artifi­

cial o rb i t of sameness . T h e y wil l find i t increas ingly difficult to de t ach themselves ; 

to find, n o t the i r iden t i ty and the i r a u t o n o m y — as t hey are cons tan t ly b e i n g to ld 

they m u s t — b u t the i r dis tance and the i r s t rangeness . T h e m o r e gene t i c he r ed i t y i s 

f o r e g r o u n d e d , t h e m o r e t h e symbol ic he r i t age disappears . E v e n t h e O e d i p a l d r a m a 

i s n o t played o u t any longer . T h e r e i s no l o n g e r any reso lu t ion of c h i l d h o o d , s ince 

t h e psych ica l a n d s y m b o l i c c o n d i t i o n s o f c h i l d h o o d n o l o n g e r even exis t . 

C h i l d h o o d is los ing even the c h a n c e of surpassing a n d d e n y i n g itself as such . I t is 

d isappear ing as a phase in the m e t a m o r p h o s i s of the h u m a n be ing . At the same t ime 

as it is losing this dist inctive spirit of its o w n and its singularity, it is b e c o m i n g a sort 

o f dark c o n t i n e n t . 

For o the rnes s inevi tably r e - e m e r g e s , b u t differently, in the f o r m of a vast, shady 

compl ic i ty on the par t of a gene ra t i on w h i c h is at last free f rom adul t a t t en t ion , b u t 

i s no l o n g e r m i n d e d to g r o w up . An endless, purpose less ado lescence , w h i c h i s 
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a c q u i r i n g a u t o n o m y w i t h no reference to t h e O t h e r , a c q u i r i n g i t for itself — and 

t u r n i n g , in s o m e cases violently, against t h e O t h e r , against t h e adul t w i t h w h o m i t 

n o w has no sense e i ther of d e s c e n d a n c e or solidarity. Th i s i s no l o n g e r a symbol i c 

b reak , b u t a p u r e a n d s imple re j ec t ion , w h i c h m a y f ind express ion in a lethal 

' a c t ing o u t ' . A n d i t i s n o t even ' ac t ing o u t ' , s ince that still p resupposes the i r r u p ­

t i o n o f t h e p h a n t a s m i n t o a real w o r l d , w h e r e a s he re we are dea l i ng w i t h an 

infanti le, quas i -ha l luc ina to ry state w h i c h reaches b a c k before t h e reality p r inc ip le . 

M o r e o v e r , this p re - rea l i ty -p r inc ip le , infanti le state co inc ides s t rangely w i t h t h e 

w o r l d o f vi r tual reality, o u r adul t m e d i a wor ld , t h e pos t - r ea l i ty -p r inc ip le wor ld , in 

w h i c h t h e real a n d t h e vir tual m e r g e . 

Th i s explains t h e s p o n t a n e o u s affinity o f t h e en t i re y o u n g e r g e n e r a t i o n w i t h t h e 

n e w vi r tua l t e chno log ie s . T h e chi ld has a special re la t ionship w i t h the ins tan t ­

aneous . Mus ic , e lectronics , d rugs - all these things are immed ia t e ly familiar to h i m . 

Psychede l i c isolat ion does n o t f r igh ten h i m . W h e r e real t i m e i s c o n c e r n e d , he i s 

way a h e a d of the adul t , w h o c a n n o t b u t s e e m a retard to h i m , j u s t as in t h e f i e ld o f 

m o r a l values, he c a n n o t b u t s e e m a fossil. 

So t h e chi ld en ters a state of a n o m i e , o f o rgan ic desocia l izat ion. B u t even w h e n 

'na tura l ly ' p r o d u c e d , he has b e c o m e an anomaly . He i s o u t o f t ime . T h e c u r r e n t 

t e m p o , based on immediacy, accelerat ion, 'real t i m e ' , runs precisely c o u n t e r to g e n ­

era t ion , ges ta t ion, t h e t i m e o f b e a r i n g a n d raising, t h e l o n g hau l in genera l , w h i c h 

i s the du ra t ion of h u m a n ch i ldhood . T h e child is, t hen , logically c o n d e m n e d to dis­

appear . O t h e r m e t h o d s o u g h t to m a k e i t possible for us to do w i t h o u t this natura l 

m a t u r a t i o n of the h u m a n b e i n g , a process w h i c h i s so l o n g and t h e source of so 

m a n y neuroses , o f conflicts w h i c h few m o d e r n couples can w i t h s t a n d , and w h i c h 

was des igned for a s i tuat ion of genera t iona l cont inui ty , w h e r e there were l o n g - t e r m 

t ransgenera t iona l rituals in place. Today, t h e genera l q u i c k e n i n g of t h e pace of life 

c o n d e m n s c h i l d h o o d t o accelera ted obso lescence . 
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Let us take s o m e comfor t , however , f rom the fact that the re wil l always be ch i l ­

d r e n , t h o u g h a s ob jec t s o f c u r i o s i t y o r sexua l p e r v e r s i o n , o r c o m p a s s i o n , o r 

pedagog ica l m a n i p u l a t i o n a n d e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n , or qu i te s imply as vestiges of a 

genealogy of l iving beings - jus t as there will always be t h o r o u g h b r e d horses or pets, 

o r w o r k s of art , as p ro t ec t ed species or reserves, even w h e n t h e natura l species l o n g 

since d ied ou t . T h e y will be p reserved in t h e same way as animals , w h i c h wil l s o o n 

have no o t h e r p u r p o s e than to be p rese rved a n d kep t in m u s e u m s as traces o f t h e 

genesis of m a n (man h imse l f b e i n g des t ined for t h e status of future r e m n a n t in a 

w o r l d of c lones) . So t h e child, t h e chi ld c o n c e p t , will be fetishized. I t already is: 

ideal ized and fetishized as a vestige of a species w h o s e r e p r o d u c t i o n — b e c o m e p r o ­

gressively a t echn ica l o p e r a t i o n — no l o n g e r in any sense involves a sexed destiny, 

n o r t h e marve l lous ly accidenta l p r o d u c t o f that destiny, t h e chi ld. 

You on ly have to l o o k a t t h e Unive r sa l Dec l a r a t i on o f t h e R i g h t s o f t h e C h i l d , 

a d o p t e d by t h e U N , to k n o w that c h i l d h o o d i s already an endange red species: ' I can 

say no . . . I have t h e r igh t t o k n o w w h o I am . . . I have t h e r igh t t o sui table a n d 

ba lanced food . . . E v e r y o n e m u s t p r o t e c t me against m e n t a l and physical v i o ­

l ence . . . I have t h e r igh t to sing, dance , play a n d deve lop my gifts for my grea te r 

happiness , e t c ' ( N e v e r has t he r e b e e n a m o r e U b u - e s q u e dec la ra t ion ; m o r e o v e r , i t 

makes a m o c k e r y o f ch i ld ren , t u r n i n g t h e m i n t o p e r f o r m i n g m o n k e y s by foist ing 

u p o n t h e m t h e legalistic m a n i a o f adults.) 

So ch i ld ren wil l be exo rc i zed as na tu ra l be ings , as anachron i s t i c survivals f rom 

a n o t h e r age in a t i m e of i m m e d i a t e o p t i m a l p e r f o r m a n c e . S imul taneous ly , t hey 

will b e c o m e a w i ld , d e l i n q u e n t , c r i m i n a l species . T h e y wil l lose t h e be l ie f tha t 

t h e y are c h i l d r e n , ceas ing t o c o m p a r e t h e m s e l v e s pe jo ra t ive ly w i t h t h e adu l t 

m o d e l . D o u b t l e s s they have always b e e n po ten t i a l ly d a n g e r o u s be ings — a reali ty 

concea led by pedagogy and t h e m o d e r n , b o u r g e o i s ideal izat ion of c h i l d h o o d — and 

they have always t aken revenge for the i r in fe r ior i ty in the i r o w n way, t h r o u g h ruse 
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and b lackmai l , b u t that s u b o r d i n a t i o n a n d r evenge w e r e m e r e l y relat ive because 

t hey w e r e always d o o m e d to d i sappear — w i t h t i m e . B u t n o w i t i s t i m e w h i c h 

c h i l d h o o d i s n o t g o i n g to have, a n d t h e e v o l u t i o n a r y cha in i s b r o k e n : t h e chi ld i s 

g o i n g t o t u r n against t h e adul t a s an a l l -ou t e n e m y He wil l b e c o m e t h e O t h e r , all 

t h e same , b u t n o w t h e o t h e r as Alien - a m o n s t e r p r o d u c e d by t h e b r e a k d o w n in 

t h e s y m b o l i c cha in o f t h e g e n e r a t i o n s . 

R e a l i t y was t h e reality of t h e adul t (no t even this i s t r u e t oday w h e n he i s no 

l o n g e r t h e mas te r o f it). C h i l d h o o d , f rom t h e dep ths o f its unreali ty, t h e dep ths o f 

its idiotie, was o n e of the last bast ions of t h e p o e t i c i l lusion of t h e w o r l d . Like all 

o t h e r fo rms of i l lusion, i t is d o o m e d to disappear s o o n e r or later - or to lead a 

pure ly auxi l iary exis tance. T h i s is t h e chi ld no l o n g e r in any sense as destiny, as t h e 

acc iden t b e a r i n g dea th as wel l as j u b i l a t i o n for t h e parents , b u t the chi ld as c o m ­

modi ty , un fo r tuna t e ly un in t eg ra t ab le i n t o t h e cycle o f acce lera ted e x c h a n g e a n d 

h e n c e b e c o m e a n o n - s t a n d a r d p r o d u c t , an i t em from a n o t h e r age, f loat ing m o s t o f 

t h e t i m e b e t w e e n parents w h o n o l o n g e r k n o w w h a t t o d o w i t h it. 

B u t w h i c h , like t h e dead, l ike w o m e n , like the masses, like t h e object , like all t h e 

ca t egor i e s expe l l ed f rom t h e d o m i n a n t reason , still has all i t n e e d s to take its 

r evenge a n d pose an insoluble p r o b l e m for the masters of reality. 

16 October 1995 

106 



0 

The Doub le E x t e r m i n a t i o n 

Today we do n o t t h ink the virtual , t he vir tual th inks us. A n d to us this elusive t rans­

parency, w h i c h separates us definitively f rom t h e real, is as un in te l l ig ib le as is t h e 

w i n d o w p a n e t o t h e f l y w h i c h bangs against i t w i t h o u t u n d e r s t a n d i n g w h a t s e p ­

arates i t f rom t h e ou ts ide w o r l d . T h e f ly c a n n o t even i m a g i n e w h a t i s se t t ing this 

l imit on its space. Similarly, we c a n n o t even i m a g i n e h o w m u c h t h e v i r tua l - as 

t h o u g h r u n n i n g ahead of us — has already t r ans fo rmed all t h e represen ta t ions we 

have of t h e w o r l d . We c a n n o t i m a g i n e this , for i t i s t h e par t icu lar i ty of t h e v i r tua l 

tha t i t pu t s an e n d n o t ju s t to reality, b u t to t h e i m a g i n i n g of t h e real, t h e pol i t ical 

and t h e social; n o t ju s t t o t h e reality o f t ime , b u t to the i m a g i n i n g o f t h e past and 

the future (this is w h a t is k n o w n , in a k i n d of b lack h u m o u r , as 'real t i m e ' ) . So we 

are far f rom h a v i n g u n d e r s t o o d that in fo rmat ion ' s e n t r y on t h e scene spelt an e n d 

to t h e un fo ld ing o f history, tha t t h e c o m i n g of artificial in te l l igence spelt an e n d to 

t h o u g h t , e tc . T h e il lusion we still h a r b o u r a b o u t all these t radi t ional ca tegor ies — 

i n c l u d i n g o u r i l lusion o f ' o p e n i n g ourselves up to t h e v i r tua l ' , as i f i t w e r e a real 

ex t ens ion of all potent ia l i t ies - is t h e i l lusion of t h e f ly unf laggingly b a n g i n g up 

against t h e w i n d o w pane . Fo r we still be l ieve in t h e reality o f t h e v i r tual , w h e r e a s 
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t h e vi r tual has already vir tual ly sc rambled all t h e pa thways of t h o u g h t . To shed a 

little l ight on this confus ion , I shall take t h e m o s t del icate e x a m p l e - m o s t del icate 

precisely because i t arises o u t o f t h e m o s t hor r i fy ing , un in te l l ig ib le even t in o u r 

m o d e r n h is tory: t h e ho locaus t a n d those w h o d e n y it. T h e ho locaus t denia l p r o p ­

osi t ion is, in itself, absurd. Th i s is so obv ious that the crucial ques t ion b e c o m e s : w h y 

i s the re any n e e d to p lead t h e t r u t h against t h e ho locaus t -den ie r s? W h y can t h e 

ques t ion of the exis tence of t h e gas c h a m b e r s even be raised? In o t h e r ages i t never 

c o u l d have b e e n . T h o s e w h o con tes t ho locaus t denial neve r ask themselves w h y 

such denial i s possible; they c o n t e n t themselves w i t h v e h e m e n t i n d i g n a t i o n . N o w , 

the very fact of hav ing to defend the historical reality of the gas c h a m b e r s as a mora l 

cause, of hav ing to defend ' real i ty ' in genera l by a k i n d of pol i t ical c o m m i t m e n t , 

attests sufficiently to t h e c h a n g e in regis ter w h i c h has o c c u r r e d w h e r e his tor ical 

t r u th i s c o n c e r n e d , and to t h e ways in w h i c h object ivi ty has b e e n d i s rup ted . 

W h e r e t h e h o l o c a u s t - d e n i e r s are plainly absurd and w r o n g i s w h e n they t h e m ­

selves espouse realism and con tes t the objective, historical reality of t h e ho locaus t . In 

historical t ime, the event t o o k place a n d the ev idence i s there. B u t we are no l onge r 

in his tor ical t i m e ; we are n o w in real time, and in real t ime the re is no l o n g e r any 

e v i d e n c e o f a n y t h i n g wha teve r . T h e ho locaus t wil l never be verif ied in real t ime . 

H o l o c a u s t denial is, therefore , absurd in its o w n logic , b u t by its ve ry absurdi ty i t 

sheds l igh t o n t h e i r r u p t i o n o f a n o t h e r d i m e n s i o n , paradoxica l ly t e r m e d ' real 

t i m e ' - a d i m e n s i o n in w h i c h , paradoxically, object ive reality disappears . A n d n o t 

j u s t t h e rea l i ty o f t h e p r e s e n t even t , b u t also t ha t o f past a n d fu tu re even t s . 

E v e r y t h i n g n o w runs o u t its cou r se in a state of s imultaneity, so that acts no l o n g e r 

find the i r m e a n i n g , effects no l o n g e r find the i r cause, and h i s to ry can no l o n g e r be 

an ob jec t o f ref lect ion. 

R e a l t i m e i s a k i n d o f b l a c k h o l e i n t o w h i c h n o t h i n g p e n e t r a t e s w i t h o u t 

los ing its subs t ance . In fact, t h e e x t e r m i n a t i o n c a m p s themse lves b e c o m e v i r tua l 
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i n real t i m e , a n d s h o w u p o n l y o n t h e v i r tua l sc reen . All t e s t imony , i n c l u d i n g 

Holocaust a n d Shoah, s inks, in spi te of i tself — in spi te of us — i n t o t h e s a m e v i r ­

tual abyss - t h e abyss of events or facts w h i c h exist for as l o n g as t hey exist a n d that 

i s all. T h i s i s n o t to a r g u e tha t t h e t e s t i m o n i e s t hemse lves , in t he i r a b s o l u t e s i n ­

ceri ty, a n d t h e films (as images fully e x h a u s t i n g h o r r o r in t h e p r e sen t t i m e o f t h e 

image) do n o t themselves c o n t r i b u t e to this impossibi l i ty of m e m o r y : the real holo­

caust is doomed to that other extermination which is that of the virtual. T h i s is t h e t r u e 

final s o l u t i o n . S o t h e h o l o c a u s t - d e n i a l a r g u m e n t c a n n o l o n g e r b e t r u ly re fu ted 

s ince e v e r y t h i n g a n d all o f us — i n c l u d i n g t h o s e w h o reject t h e a r g u m e n t — have 

g o n e over, w h e t h e r w e like i t o r n o t , i n t o a n age w h e n t h e r e i s n o l o n g e r any 

ob jec t ive r e c o u r s e . We are, t h e r e f o r e , c o n d e m n e d to o p p o s e i t i n a k i n d o f 

m i r r o r den ia l , a n d this i s i n d e e d t h e u n d o i n g o r defea t o f t h o u g h t , o f h i s to r ica l 

t h o u g h t a n d cr i t ical t h o u g h t - b u t in fact i t is n o t its defeat: i t is t h e v i c t o r y of 

real t i m e ove r t h e p re sen t , over t h e past , ove r any f o r m o f logical a r t i c u l a t i o n o f 

real i ty w h a t s o e v e r . 

Th i s destabi l izat ion of t r u t h m a y be verif ied (so to speak) in m a n y o t h e r cases. 

T h e O. J . S i m p s o n affair, for e x a m p l e . A p a r t f rom any poli t ical or j u r id i ca l c o n s i d ­

erat ions, we saw t h e trial bui ld up in to an a u t o n o m o u s event , fo l lowing o u t its o w n 

m e d i a script in a s tupefying way, m i r r o r i n g itself in its o w n closed loop . As i t d id 

so, i t ecl ipsed t h e real event o f t h e m u r d e r a n d secre ted its o w n t r u t h w h o l l y u n r e ­

lated to t h e object ive t r u t h o f t h e facts, for w h i c h t h e ev idence was the re . B u t t h e 

t r ue guil t of S i m p s o n m a y very wel l co inc ide - in this u n h i n g i n g of t r u t h f rom its 

m o d e l - w i t h his v i r tua l i n n o c e n c e . To t h e p o i n t tha t S i m p s o n h imsel f m u s t no 

longer k n o w exactly — o n c e again in the real t i m e of t h e trial - w h e t h e r he is guil ty 

or no t . Or w h e t h e r , like O e d i p u s , he can 's incerely ' set in train investigations to dis­

cover t h e c r imina l - w h o may pe rhaps be himself. 

Even the future is n o t assured in real t ime (this was the m e a n i n g of the paradoxical 
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propos i t i on : ' T h e Year 2 0 0 0 wil l n o t take p l a c e ' ) . 1 7 A n d i t w o u l d s e e m a p p r o p r i ­

ate he re to discuss Paul Viril io 's v is ion of t h e 'final A c c i d e n t ' , t h e ' A c c i d e n t to e n d 

all Acc iden t s ' , t h e 'Apoca lypse o f t h e V i r tua l ' w h i c h he foresees a t t h e e n d of this 

evo lu t i on — or, be t te r , i nvo lu t ion — of o u r w o r l d i n t o real t i m e . Yet n o t h i n g c o u l d 

be less sure t han that apocalypse (alas, even this cer ta in ty e ludes us!). To d r e a m of 

t h e 'final A c c i d e n t ' i s to s u c c u m b to t h e i l lusion of t h e e n d . I t i s to forget that v i r -

tuali ty itself is v i r tua l and that , by def in i t ion , its definitive adven t , its apoca lypse , 

c a n n o t take on t h e force o f reality. T h e r e wi l l be no apocalypse o f t h e vir tual a n d 

of real t i m e precisely because real t i m e abolishes l inear t i m e and d u r a t i o n , a n d 

the reby t h e d i m e n s i o n i n w h i c h t hey m i g h t deve lop t o the i r e x t r e m e l imits . T h e r e 

i s no l i n e a r - e x p o n e n t i a l func t ion of t h e A c c i d e n t — any m o r e t h a n such a f u n c t i o n 

exists for any th ing else - and its possible even tua t ion remains a r a n d o m mat ter . T h e 

radical b reak w i t h t h e real w h i c h t h e v i r tua l creates, t he b l a c k - o u t o r col lapse o f 

t i m e w h i c h real t i m e br ings a b o u t , happi ly preserve us f rom t h e u l t ima te e x t e r ­

m i n a t i o n . T h e v i r tua l system, like any o the r , i s d o o m e d , as i t expands , to des t roy 

its o w n c o n d i t i o n s of possibility. 

We shou ld n o t d ream, t hen , o f an apocalypse in the future, any m o r e i n d e e d t h a n 

we shou ld d r e a m of any Utopia w h a t s o e v e r : t hey wil l neve r take p lace in real t i m e : 

they wil l r u n o u t o f t i m e itself. 

If the re is a vi r tual revolut ion, t h e n we shou ld accord i t its full m e a n i n g and t h i n k 

t h r o u g h all its c o n s e q u e n c e s , even if we r e m a i n free radically to reject it. If t h e r e is 

no vir tual apocalypse, bu t the apocalypse is itself v i r tual (and, virtually, we are in t h e 

apocalypse: y o u on ly have to see t h e devas ta t ion of t h e real w o r l d all a r o u n d ) , t h e n 

i t i s t h e same w i t h all t h e o t h e r ca tegor ies . T h e social, t h e pol i t ical , t h e h is tor ica l — 

even t h e m o r a l a n d psychologica l - there are no longer any but virtual events within all 

17. See Jean Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End (Cambridge: Polity, 1994), p. 9. 
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these categories. Th i s m e a n s it is useless searching for a polit ics of t h e vir tual , an ethics 

of t h e v i r tual , e tc . , s ince it is pol i t ics itself w h i c h is b e c o m i n g vi r tual , e thics itself 

w h i c h has b e c o m e v i r tua l , in t h e sense tha t b o t h poli t ics and ethics are los ing t h e 

pr inc ip les g o v e r n i n g the i r ac t ion , los ing the i r force of reality. A n d this even applies 

w h e r e t e c h n o l o g y i s c o n c e r n e d : w e speak o f ' t e c h n o l o g i e s o f t h e v i r tua l ' , b u t t h e 

t r u t h is that t he r e are n o w on ly — or the re wi l l s o o n on ly be - v i r tua l t e chno log i e s . 

N o w , t he re can no l o n g e r be any n o t i o n o f artifice i n a w o r l d i n w h i c h t h o u g h t 

itself, in te l l igence , is b e c o m i n g artificial. It is in this sense that we can say tha t it is 

t h e Vi r tua l w h i c h th inks us, n o t t h e o t h e r w a y a r o u n d . 

Th i s e n q u i r y i n t o t h e v i r tua l i s m a d e even m o r e del icate and c o m p l e x today by 

t h e ex t r ao rd ina ry h y p e s u r r o u n d i n g it. T h e excess o f i n f o r m a t i o n , t h e massive 

adver t is ing effort, t h e t echno log ica l pressure, t h e m e d i a , t h e in fa tua t ion or pan i c — 

eve ry th ing is c o n t r i b u t i n g to a k i n d of col lect ive ha l luc ina t ion of t h e v i r tua l a n d its 

effects. W i n d o w s 9 5 , t h e In te rne t , t h e i n fo rma t ion superhighways — these th ings are 

already c o n s u m e d in advance in d iscourse a n d fantasy. Perhaps i t is a way of s h o r t -

c i rcui t ing the i r effects t o unleash t h e m in this way in t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . B u t we are 

n o t even sure o f tha t . Aren ' t h y p e a n d b r a i n w a s h i n g themselves pa r t o f t h e vir tual? 

We d o n ' t k n o w . T h i s i s still t he s to ry of t h e fly b a n g i n g its h e a d against t h e i n c o m ­

prehens ib le fact o f t h e w i n d o w p a n e . 

' C e r t i t u d e does n o t exist ' , says a p iece of N e w York graffiti. B e n e a t h w h i c h has 

b e e n w r i t t e n , 'Are y o u sure? ' 

6 November 1995 
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'Lost f rom V i e w ' and 
Truly D i s a p p e a r e d 

T h e story of the illusionist w h o has a fine act m a k i n g things vanish - rabbits, snakes, 

scarves and the like — and yet d reams o f j u s t o n e th ing : m a k i n g t h e w o m a n w h o 

shares t h e stage w i t h h i m disappear. He has t r ied all he k n o w s , b u t to no avail. O n e 

day, however , in t h e midd l e of a banal c o n j u r i n g t r ick , t he r e is a burs t of r ap tu rous 

applause. He tu rns a round , amazed , to see that the w o m a n has disappeared. He does 

n o t k n o w h o w he d id it, o r h o w to get h e r back. He will spend his w h o l e life l o o k ­

ing for t h e key to that d i sappearance , t h e secret of that spell. 

In his o w n way, Jacques Prade l is also a TV illusionist, a v i r t uoso of d i sappear ing 

t r icks . U n d e r cover o f searching for miss ing pe rsons , w h a t does he do in his TV 

s h o w Perdu de vue b u t m a k e us vanish? 1 * He shows us we are all po ten t i a l 'miss ing 

pe r sons ' , j u s t as, to the pol ice , we are all po ten t ia l suspects. He reveals to us -

h i d d e n as he is b e h i n d t h e screen a n d t h e images - tha t t h e real 'miss ing pe r sons ' 

are t h e mi l l ions o f TV v iewers l o o k i n g on d u m b f o u n d e d a t his sleight o f h a n d a n d 

18. Perdu de vue ran from November 1991 to 1999 on the French T F1 channel. Over that period 
it claimed to have reunited thousands of people with their friends and loved ones. 
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ident ifying for all t hey are w o r t h w i t h the object of t h e search, h o p i n g against h o p e 

that they will be discovered and w r e n c h e d from thei r non -ex i s t ence . So they are t h e 

p e o p l e w h o are t ru ly ' n o t a r o u n d any m o r e ' . A n d t h e p r o g r a m m e ' s m o r e o r less 

failed d e m o n s t r a t i o n (but that is of no i m p o r t a n c e ; i t is always s imulated) p lunges 

t h e m back for a n o t h e r w e e k i n t o the n o t h i n g n e s s o f the i r anonymi ty . 

' W e are all miss ing pe r sons ' t h e p r o g r a m m e m i g h t be called. A n d in this sense — 

t h o u g h in this sense a lone - the p r o g r a m m e is b l indingly obv ious . Like all t h e m o s t 

'mass -marke t ' television, w h o s e message (wh ich i s m u c h m o r e edifying t han that o f 

' h i g h - b r o w ' te levision) is very clear, t h o u g h initially i ndec iphe rab le : ' W e are all 

po ten t ia l defectives, po ten t ia l v ic t ims or terror is ts , po ten t ia l sufferers f rom A I D S or 

muscu la r d y s t r o p h y ' . 1 9 A n d this i s t rue . B u t , first and foremost , we are miss ing p e r ­

sons. A n d i f we h a d to pu t Pradel's p r o g r a m m e u n d e r the microscope , t o d raw s o m e 

lesson f rom it, i t w o u l d tell us: ' W e all k n o w s o m e t h i n g essential has d isappeared , 

b u t we d o n ' t k n o w w h a t ' . A n d Prade l p r e t ends to be l o o k i n g for a Mr X or a M r s 

Y, b u t in reality no o n e gives a d a m n a n d no o n e is fooled. In reality, i t is t h e real 

w h i c h has d isappeared and b e h i n d Mr X or M r s Y i t is the d isappearance of the real 

w h i c h fascinates p e o p l e . 

Th i s is, in fact, t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t even t in m o d e r n h i s to ry a n d e v e r y o n e i s an 

ac tor in tha t event by t h e very fact o f b e i n g t he re in front o f the i r TV screens: they 

lost sight of the real a t exactly t h e same t i m e as t hey lost sight of themse lves . 

For tunate ly , t h e r e are lots o f o t h e r m o d e s o f d i sappearance and o n e o f t h e m o s t 

in teres t ing aes thet ic forms is Chr is to ' s : w r a p p i n g th ings up. W h a t his w o r k offers is 

n o t in any sense t h e classical aesthet ic o f t h e veil a l lowing fo rms to s h o w t h r o u g h . 

T h e p o i n t , for h i m , is to m a k e s o m e t h i n g disappear: an island, a cliff, a b r i d g e , a 

19. French television holds a ' te le thon ' event for muscular dystrophy sufferers and a similar 

annual event for people wi th AIDS. 
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m o n u m e n t , and h e n c e to p u t i t c o m p l e t e l y o u t o f c i rcula t ion. Allusively, o f course , 

and for a l imi ted t ime , b u t t h e p h a n t a s m is clearly to obl i tera te t h e ob jec t o n c e and 

for all. T h e d r e a m is that o n c e t h e veil i s r e m o v e d , t h e hill (or the Re i chs t ag ) will 

really have disappeared, the way Dav id Copper f i e ld does these things ( t h o u g h w h a t 

was ' aes the t ic ' i l lusion in C h r i s t o b e c o m e s p u r e i l lus ionism w i t h Coppe r f i e ld ) . 

A n d , in t h e case o f t h e R e i c h s t a g , t h e o p e r a t i o n was in the h ighes t d e g r e e reveal ­

i n g : b y r e m o v i n g f rom v i e w this e m b l e m o f t h e m o s t d r a m a t i c p e r i o d o f 

t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y history, C h r i s t o i nadve r t en t ly revealed h o w that h i s to ry had 

d isappeared . T h a t c o n j u r i n g t r i ck w o u l d have b e e n imposs ib le before t h e d i sap­

p e a r a n c e of t h e Ber l in Wall (conversely, i t i s ha rd to i m a g i n e C h r i s t o w r a p p i n g up 

the Ber l in Wall w h e n i t actually existed). Five mi l l ion visitors c a m e to celebrate this 

aes the t ic l a u n d e r i n g o f his tory. An a m b i g u o u s col lec t ive j u b i l a t i o n : i f N a z i s m 

th r ived o n t h e aes the t ic iza t ion o f pol i t ics , o u r n e w d e m o c r a c y thr ives o n t h e aes-

the t i c iza t ion o f t h e e n d o f history. 

H e r e again, b e h i n d these t echn iques of con jur ing-away and obl i terat ion, veil ing 

and disappearance, the doub le phan tasm consists e i ther in disappearing f rom o u r o w n 

v iew or asking w h a t becomes of the object w h e n i t disappears from view. O n c e again, 

as ever, t h e p r o b l e m of the real. W h a t are we in the absence of the object? W h a t 

b e c o m e s of the object w h e n we are no longe r there? D o e s i t b e c o m e real again? 

We have a n o t h e r e x a m p l e of this suspens ion , this w i t h d r a w a l f rom ci rcula t ion -

for reasons of p rese rv ing t h e real and t h e o r ig ina l — in the C o m b e s d 'Arc cave . 2 0 

T h i s is a pa leon to log ica l w o n d e r tha t was closed to t h e pub l i c before i t was ever 

20. T h e Combes d'Arc cave, wh ich has been widely compared with Lascaux and Altamira, was 
discovered on 24 December 1994 by Jean-Mar ie Chauvet at Vallon-Pont d'Arc in the Ardeche. 
Some t ime later, Mr Jean Clottes, the 'conservateur general du pat r imoine ' , announced that the 
caves would be 'preserved for ever from the curiosity of the public ' . 
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o p e n e d - in its way p u t u n d e r wraps - w i t h its o r ig ina l pa in t ings , seques te red for 

the i r o w n preservat ion, passing straight i n to a virtual exis tence from w h i c h they will 

n o t r e - e m e r g e . In this same spiri t , a ' to ta l n a t u r e reserve en t i re ly off-limits to 

h u m a n s ' has b e e n c rea ted in t h e Ec r in s N a t i o n a l P a r k . 2 1 I n t h e absence o f m a n , i t 

is h o p e d tha t an o r ig ina l flora and fauna wil l be rediscovered there , a 'state of 

n a t u r e ' w i t h i n t h e space o f a c en tu ry ! Increasingly, w h o l e c h u n k s o f t h e b i o s p h e r e 

wil l be b u r i e d in o r d e r to restore t h e m to a state of artificial authent ic i ty . T h e y are 

b e i n g p ro t ec t ed , deep- f rozen , p u t u n d e r wraps , i n t h e insane h o p e tha t o u r o w n 

traces can be erased and things can be res tored to the i r initial, o r ig ina l state. Fo r we 

k n o w that w i t h us a n d all o u r unde r t ak ings , t h e w o r l d will never be real o r or ig ina l 

again, and tha t e v e r y t h i n g i s d o o m e d , h e n c e f o r t h , to t h e curse o f t h e screen, t h e 

curse of t h e s i m u l a c r u m . We are in a w o r l d w h e r e t h e essential func t ion of t h e sign 

i s to m a k e reali ty d isappear a n d a t t h e s a m e t i m e to mask tha t d i sappearance . 

B e h i n d each image s o m e t h i n g has d isappeared (it i s n o t so m u c h w h a t i t represents 

as this c o n j u r i n g t r ick inhe ren t in the image w h i c h gives it its force as sign). It is t he 

same w i t h t h e i l lus ionism o f i n f o r m a t i o n a n d m e m o r y . B e h i n d every n e w s i t e m an 

event has disappeared; on the p re tex t of p rov id ing n e w s and in fo rma t ion , events are 

taken f rom us o n e by o n e . In this way, they e n t e r t h e rea lm of t h e v i r tual , like t h e 

sealed-off wal l pa in t ings , l ike t h e bu i ld ings w r a p p e d up by C h r i s t o - l ike t h e 

C h e r n o b y l reactors sealed away in the i r c o n c r e t e sarcophagi . In this way, t h e threat 

of a nuc lea r ca tas t rophe has also passed i n t o v i r tua l reality. T h a t was t h e greatest 

opera t ion o f ' p u t t i n g an object u n d e r wraps ' i n history, cost ing s o m e w h e r e b e t w e e n 

o n e and four b i l l ion dollars, and t ak ing t e n years t o c o m p l e t e . T h e bigges t ob jec t 

ever t aken o u t of c i rcu la t ion for all t ime . 

2 1 . T h e Ecrins national park, which lies in the area between Grenoble, Briancon and Gap, con ­
tains a central zone of 91,740 hectares in which there are no pe rmanen t inhabitants. 
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A n d shou ld we add he re t h e p e o p l e o f S t rasbourg rel igiously b u r y i n g a j u m b l e d 

cocktai l of signs of the h u m a n species (cassettes, an opera , a bra, etc.) in a con ta ine r 

that i s n o t i n t e n d e d to be o p e n e d un t i l t h e year 3050? A provincia l var ian t of t h e 

capsule sent i n t o interstel lar space s o m e years ago w i t h t h e nobles t a t tes tat ions to 

o u r h u m a n i t y on b o a r d ( some mus ic by B a c h , a p h o t o o f Liz Taylor, etc.) . T h e 

oddes t t h i n g is that , a t t he same t i m e as we are b u r y i n g these signs of t h e p resen t in 

t h e future ( w h o are they i n t e n d e d for, i f n o t for s o m e o t h e r species t han o u r o w n , 

for a w o r l d we shall have no fur ther pa r t in a n d w h i c h a m o u n t s therefore to an 

absolu te o r ig in?) , w h e r e t h e traces o f o u r o w n species and all t he o t h e r s are c o n ­

c e r n e d , w e are d igg ing u p e v e r y t h i n g tha t can b e d u g up . W e despera te ly w a n t 

n o t h i n g to have d isappeared . A n d in s o m e cases we are e x h u m i n g th ings that have 

b e e n b u r i e d since t h e wor ld b e g a n ( the Lascaux caves) i n o r d e r t o p u t t h e m i m m e ­

diately o u t o f ha rm ' s way a n d keep t h e m from v i e w unt i l t h e e n d o f t h e wor ld . 

W h a t i s t h e m e a n i n g of these th ings w h i c h will have hard ly h a d t i m e to pass 

t h r o u g h t h e stage o f reality before b e i n g c o n s i g n e d t o t h e status o f v ideo? W h y 

w r e n c h these traces, objects a n d vestiges f rom t h e secret lairs w h e r e they w e r e alive, 

w h e n t hey wil l i m m e d i a t e l y d e c o m p o s e in t h e o p e n air? Converse ly , w h a t i s t h e 

p o i n t of c ryogen i z ing (like Di sney in his l iquid n i t rogen capsule) , freezing and 

muse i fy ing art w o r k s and cul tures in o r d e r to afford t h e m an improbab l e , artificial 

immor ta l i ty , unless we have obscure ly sensed tha t eve ry th ing i s d isappear ing? E v e n 

t h e h u m a n g e n o m e is declared pa r t of t h e 'universal h e r i t a g e ' . Isn't this a way of 

s eques t e r ing it, as t h o u g h i t ' b e l o n g e d to us ' , as t h o u g h i t w e r e o u r b io log ica l c a p ­

ital? Isn't i t also a way of p u t t i n g i t u n d e r wraps , of e m b a l m i n g it, as t h o u g h we 

w e r e aware that , hav ing discovered it, we are capable n o w of des t roy ing it? 

Like t h e illusionist in t h e story, we are sudden ly aware of t h e rapid, u n i n t e n d e d 

d i sappearance o f s o m e t h i n g ve ry p rec ious (a d i sappearance for w h i c h we m u s t in 

s o m e way b e responsible) . B u t o f w h a t ? A n d h o w are w e t o b r i n g i t back? 
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' O n e shou ld n o t bel ieve tha t t r u t h remains t r u t h w h e n y o u r e m o v e its veil,' said 

N i e t z s c h e . B u t w e shou ld n o t bel ieve e i ther , a s w e s e e m t o (we, w h o are c o n t e m ­

porar ies o f t h e s t r ipp ing-bare o f the t ru th ) , tha t t r u t h b e c o m e s t r u th again w h e n we 

dress i t o n c e m o r e a n d w r a p i t up . We s h o u l d n o t bel ieve tha t t h e real, w h i c h for 

us is dissipating i n t o visibility and transparency, has a chance of b e c o m i n g real again 

on ly i f we m a k e i t d isappear and r e n d e r i t invisible. 

I t is t r u e that , to m a k e s o m e t h i n g exist today, t h e best tact ic is to play at m a k i n g 

i t disappear, to mask i t so that i t recovers t h e p o w e r of i l lusion. H o w e v e r , t h e 

revived ob jec t i s neve r t h e same again. T h e real a n d na tu re , even revived, on ly ge t 

a s econda ry ex is tence . 

20 November 1995 
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S e x u a l i t y as a S e x u a l l y 
T r a n s m i t t e d D i s e a s e 

S o m e w h e r e i n N e w E n g l a n d , n o t far f rom D a r t m o u t h C o l l e g e , y o u still find 

Shaker villages. In acco rdance w i t h t h e re l igious law of tha t sect, t h e sexes live 

me t i cu lous ly separate lives a n d do n o t r e p r o d u c e (the w o r l d b e i n g g iven over to 

evil, t h e r e is no p o i n t p e r p e t u a t i n g it; t h e only p r o p e r c o u r s e is to await t he Last 

J u d g e m e n t ) . N o w , o n the nea rby c a m p u s , w h i c h , l ike t h e o t h e r A m e r i c a n c a m ­

puses was o n e o f t h e centres o f sexual l ibera t ion , m o r e o r less t h e same s i tuat ion 

per ta ins : t h e sexes n o l o n g e r t o u c h each o ther , n o l onge r r u b shou lde r s w i t h each 

o ther , no l o n g e r a t t e m p t t o seduce each o ther . W i t h o u t any explici t p r o h i b i t i o n o r 

d i sc r imina t ion , t hey find themse lves - in t h e n a m e of sexual ha rassment and for 

obsessive fear of i t - in t h e same c o n d i t i o n of apa r the id as prevails a m o n g t h e 

Shakers . T h e A I D S obsession doubt less plays a role in this vo lun ta ry exi l ing of sex — 

t h o u g h there are never any causal relat ions in these kinds of th ings: A I D S is perhaps 

jus t o n e of t h e obscure pa thways for a disaffection w i t h sex w h i c h b e g a n l o n g 

before t h e appea rance and spread of tha t disease. I t seems h e r e tha t sexual i ty itself 

is at issue - each sex be ing , as it we re , afflicted w i t h a sexually t r ansmi t t ed disease 

that is sex itself. 
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T h e r e is a fear of ca t ch ing A I D S , b u t a fear also of s imply ca t ch ing sex. T h e r e is 

a fear of c a t c h i n g a n y t h i n g w h a t e v e r w h i c h m i g h t s e e m like a passion, a s e d u c t i o n , 

a responsibili ty. A n d , in this sense, i t is o n c e again t h e male w h o has m o s t deep ly 

fallen v i c t im to t h e negat ive obsession w i t h sex. To t h e p o i n t o f w i t h d r a w i n g f rom 

t h e sexual g a m e , e x h a u s t e d by h a v i n g to b e a r s u c h a risk, a n d no d o u b t also 

w e a r i e d by h a v i n g historical ly a s sumed t h e role o f sexual p o w e r for so l o n g . Of 

w h i c h femin ism and female l ibe ra t ion have divested h i m , at least dejure (and, to a 

large ex ten t , de facto). B u t th ings are m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d t han this, because t h e ma le 

w h o has b e e n emascu la t ed in this way a n d s t r ipped o f his power , has t aken a d v a n ­

tage of this s i tua t ion to fade f rom t h e scene, to disappear — doffing t h e phal l ic mask 

of a p o w e r w h i c h has, in any event , b e c o m e increasingly dange rous . 

T h i s i s t h e pa radox ica l v i c t o r y o f t h e m o v e m e n t for f e m i n i n e e m a n c i p a t i o n . 

T h a t m o v e m e n t has s u c c e e d e d t o o wel l a n d n o w leaves t h e female faced w i t h t h e 

( m o r e or less tactical a n d defensive) de fau l t ing of t h e ma le . A s t range s i tua t ion 

ensues, i n w h i c h w o m e n no l o n g e r pro tes t against m a l e power , b u t are resentful o f 

t h e 'power lessness ' o f t h e ma le . T h e defau l t ing o f t h e ma le n o w fuels a d e e p d is ­

satisfaction g e n e r a t e d by d i s a p p o i n t m e n t w i t h a sexual l i be ra t ion w h i c h is g o i n g 

w r o n g for e v e r y o n e . A n d this dissatisfaction f inds express ion , con t rad ic to r i ly , i n 

t h e p h a n t a s m of sexual ha rassment . T h i s is, t h e n , a ve ry different s cena r io from 

t rad i t iona l f emin i sm. W o m e n are n o l o n g e r a l i ena ted b y m e n , b u t dispossessed o f 

t h e mascu l ine , dispossessed o f t h e vital i l lusion o f t h e o t h e r and h e n c e also o f the i r 

o w n i l lusion, t he i r desire and p r iv i l ege as w o m e n . I t i s this s ame effect w h i c h 

causes ch i l d r en secret ly t o ha te t he i r pa ren t s , w h o n o l o n g e r w i s h t o a s sume t h e 

role o f p a r e n t a n d seize t h e o p p o r t u n i t y o f chi ldren ' s e m a n c i p a t i o n to l ibera te 

themselves a s pa ren t s a n d re l inquish the i r ro le . W h a t we have, t h e n , i s no l o n g e r 

v i o l e n c e on t h e pa r t o f ch i ld ren in r ebe l l ion against t h e parenta l o rder , b u t h a t r e d 

on t h e pa r t o f ch i l d r en dispossessed o f t he i r status a n d i l lusion a s ch i ld ren . T h e 
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p e r s o n w h o l iberates h imse l f i s neve r w h o y o u t h o u g h t h e was . T h i s defau l t ing o f 

t h e m a l e has k n o c k - o n effects w h i c h e x t e n d i n t o t h e b io log ica l o rder . R e c e n t 

s tudies have f o u n d a fall in t h e ra te of s p e r m in t h e semina l fluid, bu t , m o s t 

impor t an t ly , a dec l ine o f t he i r wil l t o p o w e r : t hey no l o n g e r c o m p e t e t o go a n d 

fertil ize t h e o v u m . T h e r e i s no c o m p e t i t i o n any m o r e . A r e they, t o o , afraid o f 

responsibi l i ty? S h o u l d we see this as a p h e n o m e n o n ana logous to w h a t i s g o i n g on 

in t h e visible sexual w o r l d , w h e r e a r e t i c e n c e to fulfil roles a n d a dissuasive t e r r o r 

exe r t ed by t h e female sex cu r r en t l y prevail? Is this an u n i n t e n d e d side-effect of t h e 

bat t le against harassment - t h e assault o f s p e r m b e i n g the m o s t e l e m e n t a r y f o r m of 

sexual ha rassment? 

D e s p i t e appearances , this sexual disaffection and d e t e r r e n c e have n o t h i n g to do 

w i t h any n e w p roh ib i t i on o f a re l ig ious o r m o r a l na ture . All those p roh ib i t i ons a n d 

inh ib i t ions disappeared l o n g ago. A n d t h e w o m e n w h o decora te the campuses w i t h 

p u r p l e r i b b o n s to m a r k rapes (in this way, every w o m a n raped , o r t h r e a t e n e d w i t h 

rape or d r e a m i n g of rape signals the m e m o r y of the c r i m e publicly, in t h e same way 

as, i n t h e U S A , ye l low r i b b o n s signalled t h e m e m o r y o f soldiers w h o h a d g o n e off 

to t h e G u l f War) - these w o m e n , representa t ive of a n e w aggressive o r d e r and , 

s imul taneously , of a n e w v i c t i m o r d e r — are cer ta in ly n o t v ic t ims of i n d e c e n t e x ­

posure . T h e r e w o u l d seem, ra ther , to be a nostalgia for p roh ib i t i ons in all this - or 

for a n y t h i n g that m i g h t r esemble t h e m — a reflex reac t ion to a v i r tua l l ibera t ion of 

sexual m o r e s and a banal iza t ion of sexual i ty n o w perce ived as m o r e dange rous than 

t rad i t ional censorsh ip ( w h i c h at least a l lowed t ransgression) . A d e m a n d for a p r o ­

h ib i t i on (for a ru le , a l imit , an obl iga t ion) w h i c h y o u can i n t e rp re t as y o u will (and 

doubt less see as negative) f rom t h e psychologica l and polit ical p o i n t of v i e w - f rom 

t h e p o i n t o f v i e w of l ibe ra t ion and progress — b u t w h i c h m a y l o o k like an i n ­

st inctual defence of t h e species in respect of its sexual funct ion , w h i c h is t h r ea t ened 

by its e m a n c i p a t i o n and its ve ry fulfi lment. 
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Sexual ha rassmen t ( the obsession w i t h i t a n d w i t h A I D S ) as a ruse of t h e species 

to revive t h e anx ie ty a r o u n d sexual i ty — a n d m o r e par t icular ly a ruse on w o m e n ' s 

par t to revive desire (men 's desire, b u t the i r o w n too)? A ve ry banal s t rategy (but a 

fatal o n e in t h e case o f A I D S ) to t u r n sex i n t o s o m e t h i n g o t h e r t han t h e s e q u e n c e 

w i t h o u t c o n s e q u e n c e w h i c h i t i s b e c o m i n g today, w i t h all fo rms of sexual l iber ­

a t ion - i n c l u d i n g c o n t r a c e p t i o n — m o v i n g u l t imate ly in the d i r ec t ion of an ' e ro t ic 

e n t r o p y ' (Sloterdi jk) . 

For w h a t , in a t radi t ional order , was a c c o u n t e d a l ibera t ion a n d a t ransgress ion 

(cont racept ion) changes its m e a n i n g in a w o r l d m o v i n g increasingly towards asexual 

r e p r o d u c t i o n . Sexual i ty w i t h o u t r e p r o d u c t i o n leads o n t o r e p r o d u c t i o n w i t h o u t 

sexuality, a n d w h a t was f r eedom o f c h o i c e b e c o m e s qu i t e s imply the g r o w i n g h o l d 

of the sys tem over all fo rms of g e n e r a t i o n . 

So, w i t h t h e ha t r ed that c o m e s o f disil lusion fo l lowing in t h e w a k e o f l ibe ra to ry 

v io lence , a n d t h e d e m a n d for p roh ib i t i ons fo l lowing in the w a k e o f t h e p r o b l e m ­

atic r emova l of all p roh ib i t ions , a k i n d of s en t imen ta l , familial, poli t ical a n d m o r a l 

revis ionism has e n s u e d and is cu r r en t ly w i n n i n g o u t on all fronts. T h i s tidal wave 

of revis ionism, r u n n i n g c o u n t e r to all t h e l iberat ions of the t w e n t i e t h cen tury , finds 

expression also in r epen tance and the decl ine of sex. W h e r e a s in the past i t was free­

d o m , desire, p leasure a n d love w h i c h s e e m e d to be sexually t r ansmi t t ed , today i t 

seems to be ha t red , d i s i l lus ionment , distrust a n d r e s e n t m e n t b e t w e e n t h e sexes. 

B e h i n d this p o l e m i c over ha ra s smen t lies a la ter f o r m of M a r c u s e s ' repressive 

d e s u b l i m a t i o n ' — t h e lifting of p r o h i b i t i o n s a n d repressions u s h e r i n g in a n e w 

system of suppress ions and con t ro l . In o u r view, this m i g h t b e t t e r be desc r ibed as 

a 'depressive r e sub l ima t ion ' , l ead ing direct ly to m o r a l , i f n o t i n d e e d re l ig ious , fun­

damen ta l i sm , or, a t any rate, b e n e a t h t h e fantasies of rape a n d harassment , to a 

sexual p r o t e c t i o n i s m . In that p r o t e c t i o n i s m , sex, for t h e male , b e c o m e s t h e obses ­

sion w i t h a lost funct ion , w h i c h n o w finds an out le t on ly in fantasies of rape; for the 
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female, i t b e c o m e s an i n s t r u m e n t o f b lackmai l . We are l iv ing t h r o u g h all this, s u b ­

jec t ive ly and collectively: a painful phase t rans i t ion after w h a t was pe rhaps mere ly 

an i l lusion of progress a n d l ibe ra t ion . B u t we have no idea w h a t e v e r as to t h e 

u l t ima te designs of the species he r e (nor even i f i t has any) . A n i m a l species react to 

s i tuat ions o f crisis, shor tage o r o v e r p o p u l a t i o n w i t h sexual c o n t i n e n c e and a u t o ­

ma t i c sterility. We are pe rhaps reac t ing similarly - qu i t e ou t s ide any subject ive 

c o n v i c t i o n or i deo logy - to a s i tua t ion of plenty, l ibera t ion , w e l l - b e i n g and release 

w h i c h , b e i n g qu i t e alien to t h e species over its history, we f ind a g o n i z i n g a n d i n ­

h u m a n . T h e ha t r ed w h i c h t h e issue o f sexual ha rassment releases m a y pe rhaps 

s imply be t h e r e p e n t a n c e of a l iberty, indiv idual i ty and f r e e d o m to express o u r 

desire w h i c h w e r e ha rd w o n , and w h i c h w e are n o w pay ing for w i t h a n e w - f o u n d 

v o l u n t a r y s e r v i t u d e . M i g h t n o t s e r v i t u d e i tself b e c o m e a sexual ly t r a n s m i t t e d 

disease? 

4 December 1995 



S o v e r e i g n t y o f t h e S t r i k e 

I t i s difficult to speak of this str ike in t e r m s w h i c h are n o t t r i te ly pol i t ical or e c o ­

n o m i c — this b e h a v i o u r w h i c h is b o t h banal and d e m e n t e d , this silent solidarity, this 

quasi-joyful, excessive c o m m i t m e n t of t h e strikers and o the r s to a des t iny tha t has 

already b e e n sacrificed, c o m e w h a t m a y . 2 2 We can u n d o u b t e d l y see in i t a f o r m of 

radical q u e s t i o n i n g o f t h e fact o f b e i n g g o v e r n e d ( the fact o f b e i n g e x p l o i t e d 

already b e i n g pa r t of an o ld h i s to ry) . B u t , as w i t h all g o o d ques t ions , t he r e i s no 

answer to this o n e , for g o v e r n m e n t s wil l neve r have an answer to t h e ques t ions : 

W h y d o y o u g o v e r n us? W h y d o y o u speak i n o u r n a m e ? W h y d o y o u w a n t t o d o 

g o o d to us? 

I t has n o t b e e n easy, over t h e gene ra t ions , to p u s h p e o p l e i n t o w o r k , schoo l , 

hea l th a n d secur i ty — in to t h e e c o n o m y of the i r o w n lives. I t has always b e e n t h e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t t h e masses d id n o t k n o w w h a t they w a n t e d and tha t y o u h a d t o 

wil l a n d act for t h e m . T h a t has even b e e n t h e sign of a c o u r a g e o u s d e m o c r a c y : 

22. T h e reference is to the French strike wave of D e c e m b e r 1995, aimed at preventing the 
implementa t ion of public spending cuts associated wi th the adopt ion of the Maastricht Treaty. 
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d o i n g the p o p u l a r g o o d against t h e people ' s will . So, they have b e e n evangel ized in 

t h e n a m e of E n l i g h t e n m e n t and, like i t or no t , they have al lowed i t to h a p p e n , have 

let i t be d o n e to t h e m . T h e y are rebel l ing today against this forced evangel iza t ion . 

Or r a the r they are an t ic ipa t ing the i r o w n d isappearance (for all these social ca ­

tegor ies — ra i lwaymen , civil servants , craf tsmen — are des t ined to d isappear in any 

event , l ike w o r k e r s and peasants) , b u t d o i n g so in a joyful way, or at any rate in a 

way tha t i s i nv igora t ing and e x u b e r a n t . Act ive se l f -des t ruct ion can be preferable to 

s low e x t e r m i n a t i o n . A n d this suic ide i s t h e m o r e forceful for s h o w i n g up for all to 

see t h e inan i ty o f g o v e r n m e n t s w h i c h are incapable o f any response wha teve r , and 

m e r e l y rely on iner t ia and decay t o do t h e w o r k for t h e m . T h e key e l e m e n t i n this 

u n c o n s c i o u s strategy of the masses is to disqualify g o v e r n m e n t s by expos ing t h e m -

e i the r for the i r v io l ence and oppress ion as in 1 9 6 8 , or for the i r t r ansparency a n d 

ind igence as today. In 1968 it was the auto-da-fe of a bourgeo i s , elitist, academic cu l ­

tu re joyfully d o i n g away w i t h its privileges, destroying its consecra ted places, sensing 

w h a t was inevi tably to c o m e : t h e d e m a g o g y o f a mass cu l tu re to be un leashed on 

us over t h e n e x t t w e n t y years. S o m e t h i n g ra ther similar i s h a p p e n i n g n o w w i t h all 

k inds o f d i sappea r ing occupa t i ona l ca tegor ies : t hey are playing o u t the i r a n a c h r o ­

nistic r e su r rec t ion (and this inc ludes the t rade un ions ) in a last s tand w h i c h does at 

least t r an s fo rm this exi t f rom H i s t o r y i n t o an event . So, t h e r e are m o v e m e n t s 

w h i c h lag b e h i n d the i r o w n history, b u t are ahead o f the h i s tory b e i n g foisted on 

t h e m . 

W h y do you expec t peop l e t o sacrifice t h e c u r r e n t social secur i ty r eg ime , w h i c h 

they have themselves , as i t happens , p u s h e d to the b r i n k of catast rophe? If they are 

n o t to be recognized as citizens, i t is the i r on ly means of b lackmai l ing the State, their 

on ly way of e x t o r t i n g m o n e y f rom it. T h e result i s to s h o w up t h e State (and the 

w h o l e of the political class) as be ing , by its de facto i m p o t e n c e , even fur ther d o w n the 

road to d isappearance t han those w h o call on its aid. 'Ask n o t w h a t the State can do 
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for you ; ask w h a t y o u can do for the State ' (to b o r r o w a f amous phrase) . For i t can 

do n o t h i n g - n o t h i n g economica l ly and cer ta in ly n o t h i n g politically, b e i n g a t t h e 

w h i m o f marke ts and capital f l ows w h i c h are way b e y o n d its con t ro l . Do n o t even 

ask the State w h a t i t can do for the State: i t has m a d e itself r e d u n d a n t . 

B u t t h e s t r ike m o v e m e n t i s n o t c o n t e n t m e r e l y t o re legate t h e state t o t h e p a s ­

senge r seat. I t is pract ical ly tes t ing o u t a different w a y of l iving, a social c o n d i t i o n 

w h i c h c o u l d func t ion a t a m i n i m u m level of o p e r a t i o n , capable of dep loy ing a fan­

tastic e n e r g y in t h e absence o f t h e State o r a s y s t e m of con t ro l . T h e s e p e o p l e 

se t t ing o u t for the i r workp laces a t four in t h e m o r n i n g , these p e o p l e fired w i t h an 

a m b u l a t o r y - i f n o t i n d e e d j u b i l a t o r y - r age . Of c o u r s e , t hey are afraid of los ing 

t he i r j o b s , b u t a t t h e same t ime they are s e t t i ng o u t t h e i r stalls. T h e y are p r o v i n g 

tha t they can get b y o n the i r o w n , tha t t h e y can c o p e w i t h o u t ins t i tu t iona l m e c h ­

anisms and power s . Fo r a m o m e n t , a t least, t h e y wi l l have p roved this. T h i s is w h a t 

t h e strike in ac t ion represents: t he w e l l i n g - u p o f an i n c r e d i b l e capaci ty to cons t ruc t 

y o u r life in total f reedom, to do w i t h o u t all t hose w h o w a n t a t all costs to do g o o d 

to you. S u c h a d e m o n s t r a t i o n has a lethal effect on a n y k i n d of p o w e r . Its a r rogance 

is m e t w i t h a col lect ive upsurge of p r i d e , even i f th i s takes t h e f o r m of a p i g ­

h e a d e d d e f e n c e o f t h o s e o n t h e scrap h e a p o r a s e c t i o n a l d e f e n c e o f t h e 

' e c o n o m i c a l l y u n d e r - d e v e l o p e d ' . I t i s t h e v e r y exces s of t h e s t r ike a n d its sp i l l ing-

over in t ime , its e x c e e d i n g of its o w n ob jec t ives , w h i c h expresses - b e y o n d any 

e c o n o m i c stakes involved - w h a t is symbol ica l ly at issue at a d e e p level in this 

s t r ike . T h e surest sign of this sovere ignty of t h e s t r i k e - a n d a le thal sign for g o v ­

e r n m e n t s - i s tha t , w h e n g o v e r n m e n t s no l o n g e r r e s p e c t p e o p l e , p e o p l e b e g i n t o 

respect each o the r . 

Walk ing , w a l k i n g - this has b e e n t h e g rea t r e v e l a t i o n of this s tr ike m o v e m e n t . 

M u c h m o r e than traditional demons t ra t ions . For in soc ia l fracture, c i rcula t ion i s the 

c r u x . T h e on ly circulat ion in this society i s the c i r c u l a t i o n of elites a n d n e t w o r k s , 
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t h e c i rcu la t ion o f m o n e y and i n f o r m a t i o n in real t ime . An abstract c i rcula t ion , i n ­

accessible to m o s t p e o p l e . I t i s against this tha t p e o p l e are w a l k i n g . T h e y are 

wa lk ing in t h e de fe r r ed 2 3 t ime of space against the real t ime of t h e n e t w o r k s - in the 

physical t i m e of the j o u r n e y against the b r e a k n e c k circulat ion of flows. I t i s an o r i g ­

inal a n d di rec t f o r m o f protes t against t h e ve ry n o r m o f this society. T h e contras t 

w i t h t h e Te l e thon , w h i c h h a p p e n e d co inc identa l ly t o b e he ld d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d o f 

t h e str ike, was s t unn ing . T h e r e t o o y o u saw p e o p l e wa lk ing , r u n n i n g a n d cycl ing 

o u t of a sense of m e d i a solidari ty to k e e p t h e T e l e t h o n g o i n g — w i t h its records in 

mi l l ions of k i lomet res , its displays in mi l l ions of francs. A n d t h e cont ras t w i t h t h e 

s tr ike s h o w e d up j u s t w h e r e t h e Soc ie ty o f t h e Spectacle h a d t aken refuge: i n t h e 

servile o rgan iza t ion of charity. 

You have to have (by s o m e miracle) c augh t an e m p t y T G V train - t h e last o n e 

f rom Lyon to Paris - w i t h o u t t ickets , w i t h o u t inspec tors , pe rhaps even w i t h o u t a 

dr iver ( the p h a n t o m train of the strike) to appreciate the incredible ease of o u r t e c h ­

nical a u t o m a t i s m s and , a t t h e same t ime , t h e magica l possibil i ty of a r emova l of all 

cont ro ls — t h e w h o l e of socie ty ref lect ing t h e c u r r e n t s i tua t ion by f u n c t i o n i n g at a 

m i n i m u m level o f ope ra t i on . An i m m e n s e relief (in Italy, t h e b a c k - u p services 

already func t ion b e t t e r t han t h e n o r m a l ones) . W h a t this l o n g m a r c h o f a socie ty 

also expresses is t h e d r e a m of a l i g h t e n e d society, a socie ty in w h i c h d e m o c r a c y is 

no l o n g e r t h e c o n d e s c e n d i n g d e m o c r a c y o f elites o r t h e d e m o c r a c y o f helots c l am­

o u r i n g for a d v a n c e m e n t , b u t o n e i n w h i c h p e o p l e w o u l d advance u n d e r the i r 

o w n const ra ints a n d b y the i r o w n laws. 

23 . 'Differe . In French, the t e rm en differe refers to a 'pre-recorded ' television broadcast. French 
television c o m m o n l y shows events — particularly sporting events — in an 'as-live' format. Tha t is to 
say, they are recorded, but broadcast in their entirety rather than in the form of highlights. Hen ce 
the contrast here wi th 'real t ime ' . 
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T h e 1992 r e f e r e n d u m on E u r o p e was t h e first ind ica t ion of a ' d e m o c r a t i c ' coa l i ­

t i o n of all power s — poli t ical , med ia , cul tura l a n d intel lectual - against a recalci t rant 

publ ic o p i n i o n resistant to the universal gospel of rationality. I t is n o w clear that t w o 

antagonis t ic forces are in oppos i t i on , a n d t he re i s n o t h i n g to suggest that t hey can 

be r econc i l ed . T h i s is n o t ju s t a social, b u t a m e n t a l fracture. B e t w e e n a manifest 

p o w e r w h i c h believes i t i s m o v i n g in t h e d i r ec t ion of h i s tory (even if, in t h e end , 

tha t h i s tory o f the c y b e r n e t i c and t e c h n o c r a t i c d o m e s t i c a t i o n o f the w o r l d makes 

no m o r e sense to i t t han to o thers) a n d an i r r educ ib le o p p o s i n g p o w e r w h i c h i s 

g r o w i n g day by day: n o t the p o w e r o f in te l l igence , b u t the p o w e r o f c u n n i n g — of 

t h e ruse o f t h e v ic t ims o f history, o f t h e c u n n i n g , i ron ic m o v e m e n t o f t h e masses; 

a p o w e r w h i c h runs parallel to h i s tory a n d is o p p o s e d at any p r i ce to a single order , 

an enforced o r t h o d o x y of t h o u g h t , a single c u r r e n c y a n d t h e s t e r eo typed l anguage 

o f t h e universal . T w o antagonis t ic forces no l o n g e r o f t h e o r d e r o f t h e class s t r u g ­

gle: t h e o n e , t h e ra t ional power , w i t h a (decreasing) mas te ry of signs and language , 

and an (increasing) mas te ry o f t h e t e c h n i q u e s o f persuas ion and discussion. T h e 

o t h e r f ragmentary, er ra t ic and non - r ep re sen t a t i ve ; t h e force on w h i c h t h e l inear 

sense o f progress and h is tory has b e e n i m p o s e d . No o n e wants t o a c k n o w l e d g e that 

force. Fo r no o n e unde r s t ands t h e s u b t e r r a n e a n preparat ives t o anger . 

T h e r e are events , said N ie t z sche , w h i c h take a c e n t u r y to reach us, t r u th s we do 

n o t dare face up t o w h i c h r e m a i n s tuck i n a k i n d o f purga tory . O n e such t r u t h , no 

d o u b t , i s tha t events no l onge r take p lace n o w w i t h t h e t ide o f h i s tory and po l i t ­

ical s trategies, b u t against h i s to ry and against pol i t ics . I f we are b e i n g offered t h e 

N e w E u r o p e a n O r d e r , doveta i l ing in to t h e N e w W o r l d O r d e r , a s t h e key o c c u r ­

r e n c e o f this cen tury ' s end , t h e n o u r F r e n c h str ike, w i t h its mi l l ions o f walkers and 

mil l ions s tanding silently by in solidari ty is i n d e e d t h e ant i -event , t he c o u n t e r - e v e n t 

pa r exce l lence . 

18 December 1995 



T i e r r a del Fuego - New York 

L a n d of disasters, as has b e e n said. Devas ta ted forests seeming ly felled by s o m e 

r ecen t cataclysm. H u l k s o f w r e c k e d ships. Graveyards o f i m m i g r a n t s (why so m a n y 

Yugoslavs?) and sailors. B u t t he r e is a n o t h e r disaster he re today, t h e disaster of a 

c o m p l e t e l y anachronis t ic m o d e r n i t y - a chao t ic , i n c o h e r e n t c o w b o y - f i l m m o d ­

ern i ty : conc re t e , dust , duty-f ree , t ransistors, pe t ro l , c o m p u t e r s and t h e h u b b u b o f 

useless traffic - as t h o u g h the si lence of t h e ends of t h e ea r th h a d to be obl i te ra ted . 

All tha t is i n h u m a n he re is sub l ime in its na tura l desola t ion . All tha t is h u m a n is 

sordid: civilization's wastes. 

T h e r e is s o m e jus t i ce in t h e fact tha t m o d e r n m a n actually treats h imse l f as a 

was te p r o d u c t , hav ing previous ly t rea ted t h e Indians that way. A h i g h e r jus t ice , 

w h i c h balances o u t the destinies o f p e r s e c u t o r a n d v ic t im. T h o s e closest t o these 

F u e g i a n Indians (and w e k n o w n e i t h e r t he i r n a m e s n o r w h a t c r i m e t hey c o m m i t ­

t ed to be w i p e d o u t as they were) are t h e outcasts , t he cr iminals , t h e inmates of the 

o ld U s h u a i a j a i lhouse , w h o s e p h o t o s a d o r n t h e m u s e u m . 2 4 T h i s o n e i n part icular , 

24. T h e Museo Mar i t imo de Ushuaia is located in the old prison building. 
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of w h o m a superb p h o t o remains , t h o u g h we do n o t k n o w his n a m e , his c r i m e , his 

u l t ima te des t iny o r t h e date o f his d e a t h - t h e p h o t o o f t h e perfect u n k n o w n p r i s ­

oner . O r t h e p h o t o o f R a d o w i t z s k i , t h e anarchis t w h o b l e w u p t h e B u e n o s Aires 

po l i ce ch ie f ( the r e n o w n e d Fa lcon) , b r o k e o u t o f jai l , was r ecap tu red , a t t e m p t e d 

suicide, was p a r d o n e d after t w e n t y years and e n d e d his days in exile. 

R a n g e d against these cr iminals and Indians , t he Salesian missionaries - chari table 

parasites of this i l l -s tarred land, w h i c h t hey evangel ize like t h e l i chen that wraps 

itself a r o u n d the forests of no thofagus a n d submerges those trees as they are gobb led 

u p by it. 

On every side is no th ingness , waste land, sterile ho r i zons , infinite vistas. T h e r e is, 

in fact, n e i t h e r n a t u r e n o r cu l tu re h e r e , b u t a savage denial of b o t h - a denial of 

landscape in t h e no th ingnes s of the w i n d , t h e soo ty sky, t h e Bah ia Inut i l ; a denial 

o f cu l tu re i n t h e no th ingnes s o f t h e t o w n s (but h o w else c o u l d i t have b e e n o n c e 

those w h o e n d e d u p i n the i r o w n l a n g u a g e call ing themselves ' t he fore igners ' h a d 

b e e n ex t e rmina t ed? ) . T h e geographica l r emo tenes s highl ights t h e contras t b e t w e e n 

the t w o w i t h o u t g iv ing any m e a n i n g - even a surrealistic o n e - to the i r b e i n g h u d ­

dled t o g e t h e r like this. W h a t y o u discover he r e i s n o t a new, or ig ina l wor ld , b u t the 

relentless m i x of a wi ld , e l emen ta l f o r m a n d an equal ly relentlessly des t ruc t ive g r ip 

exe r t ed b y t h e h u m a n race. 

T h e p h a n t a s m o f the ends o f t h e ea r th . You t h i n k y o u have left t h e w o r l d 

b e h i n d a n d cut t h e umbi l ica l cord . N o t a b i t o f it. T h e o t h e r w o r l d i s already the re 

wel l before y o u are, w i t h its 'real t i m e ' — in this unreal , t imeless land. You can 

receive a fax of an art icle that appea red in Paris o n l y this m o r n i n g . T h e r e is, t h e n , 

no e n d o f t h e w o r l d . Or e v e r y w h e r e i s a t t h e ends o f the ea r th . W h e r e v e r we are, 

we are, a t t h e same t ime , a t t he e x t r e m e o u t e r reaches . O n e b e c o m e s , oneself, an 

e x t r e m e p h e n o m e n o n - b e y o n d one 's o w n end . N o w , t h e p h a n t a s m o f t h e ends o f 

t h e ea r th is a p h a n t a s m of t h e t e r r i t o r y h a v i n g s o m e e x t r e m e furthest p o i n t — t h e 
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s y m b o l of a possible e n d and of the o u t e r reaches of t h o u g h t . I t is a fantasy of 

verifying that , despi te w h a t they say, the ear th is n o t a sphere and does n o t have that 

h o p e - s a p p i n g curva tu re . 

T h e Alaka luf d id n o t k n o w they w e r e a t t h e ends o f t h e ea r th . T h e y w e r e 

w h e r e t hey w e r e a n d n o w h e r e else — s o m e t h i n g we shall neve r be . F o r t h e sailors, 

adven tu re r s and miss ionar ies , i t wasn ' t t h e e n d e i ther : t hey d iscovered a w o r l d 

ent i re ly un l ike the i r o w n , b u t o n e against w h i c h they c o u l d pi t themselves , a n e w 

frontier. We arr ive he re today w i t h on ly an imag ina ry n o t i o n o f t h e ends o f t h e 

ea r th (to w h i c h space travel l o n g since p u t an e n d ) . A n d w h i l e t h e Fueg ians w e r e 

neve r p a r t e d f rom the i r fires ( they ca r r i ed t h e m e v e r y w h e r e , even on the i r boats in 

t h e f o r m of b u r n i n g embers ) , we take pains to ca r ry o u r artificial coldness w i t h us 

e v e r y w h e r e - even i n t o glacial la t i tudes . 

After T i e r r a del Fuego , N e w York. After the ends o f the ea r th , t h e cen t re o f t h e 

ea r th . A d o u b l e ex t remi ty : t h e p o i n t w h e r e the cu rva tu re o f t h e ea r th c o m e s to an 

end; t h e place w h e r e h u m a n t e c h n o l o g y and verticali ty have g o n e as far as they can 

go . B u t each gives t h e impress ion o f b e i n g o n a n o t h e r p lane t . T h e archaeologica l 

stillness o f t i m e on T i e r r a del F u e g o , its d e p t h . A n d he re in N e w York its superf i ­

cial acce le ra t ion . T h e t w o are equal ly t imeless . A n d if, d o w n in t h e S o u t h e r n 

hemisphe re , t he sun lies to t h e n o r t h a t n o o n (wh ich always seems so marve l lous to 

a W e s t e r n e r ) , i t seems jus t as s t range tha t t h e same sun rises a n d sets on N e w York, 

w h o s e astral t h e m e seems so indifferent to any o t h e r orb i t b u t its o w n . 

W h e n y o u are a t t h e tip o f M a n h a t t a n , by Ba t t e ry Park a n d t h e Sta ten Island 

ferry, y o u m i g h t t h i n k you w e r e a t t h e furthest p o i n t o f T i e r r a del F u e g o , on t h e 

banks o f t h e Beagle C h a n n e l . On a N e w York m o r n i n g , y o u have the same impre s ­

s ion of p r i m o r d i a l energy , of a p r i m a l scene , as a t a d a w n i n g of t h e w o r l d . 

E v e r y w h e r e else, t h e ene rgy e x p e n d e d gives an impress ion o f w e a r a n d fatigue, o f 

b e i n g c o n s u m e d by t h e activity. H e r e , by contras t , i t regenera tes in hyperact ivi ty. 
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O n l y na tura l energ ies give this impress ion of inexhaust ibi l i ty . H e r e i t i s t h e artifi­

cial energy, t h e h i g h vol tage, w h i c h gives N e w York this qual i ty of a p e r p e t u a l 

an t i cyc lone . 

P r i m a l scene , p r i m i t i v e soc ie ty - p e r h a p s . B u t w h e n y o u g o d i rec t ly f rom 

Pa tagon ia t o B r o a d w a y and T i m e s Square , y o u c a n n o t b u t b e terr i f ied b y t h e p r o ­

liferation of t h e h u m a n race. You feel l ike Ishi, t h e last Ind ian , w r e n c h e d by t h e 

an th ropo log i s t f rom t h e so l i tude o f his race and h u r l e d in to t h e c rowds of San 

Francisco. In his b e w i l d e r m e n t a t t h e n u m b e r o f s imul taneous ly p resen t h u m a n 

be ings (he h a d neve r before seen m o r e t h a n th i r ty o r forty toge the r ) , t h e on ly 

exp lana t ion he c o u l d find was tha t all t h e dead w e r e p resen t a longside t h e l iving, 

since i t was u n t h i n k a b l e tha t the gods c o u l d w a t c h over so m a n y existences a t once . 

Ten dead p e o p l e for every l iving o n e seems a g o o d p r o p o r t i o n . As in t h e p r i m a l 

forest o f T i e r r a del F u e g o for example , w h e r e t he re i s o n e l iv ing t ree to every t e n 

dead ones . H e n c e t h e conc lu s ion that , i n t h e t h r o n g i n g met ropol i ses , n i n e o u t o f 

t en h u m a n be ings are l iving dead, are zombie s . T h e i r physical appea rance i s d e c e p ­

tive, for t h e so-ca l led h u m a n be ings w h o no l o n g e r have any physical con t ac t 

o t h e r t h a n t h r o u g h c rowds and n o h u m a n rela t ions o t h e r t h a n t h r o u g h c o m m u n i ­

cat ions are t ru ly v i r tua l corpses or ghosts . O n l y a few h u n d r e d or a few t h o u s a n d 

pe rhaps m a i n t a i n a secret b o n d , t h e on ly l iv ing symbol i c cha in in this i m m e n s e , 

incapac i ta ted h u m a n g e n o m e . 

T h e mi l l ions o f p e o p l e i n t h e streets s e e m to have n o t h i n g t o do b u t be a t t h e 

cen t re of t h e w o r l d a n d h e a d off in all d i rec t ions , in a dispersal as spectacular as i t 

i s useless. N o t h i n g else to do b u t m a k e N e w York exist in its useless, e ccen t r i c 

f o rm. A city of t h e u t m o s t urgency, a o n c e - a n d - f o r - a l l city w i t h no t o m o r r o w -

ve ry far r e m o v e d f rom any d e m o c r a t i c f o r m o f r epresen ta t ion . I n N e w York t h e 

p e o p l e represen t on ly themselves , n o t t h e rest o f society. T h e ci ty represents on ly 

itself, n o t t h e rest of A m e r i c a . T h i s is w h a t gives it its global i m p o r t a n c e . It is a 
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de tec to r , a sensor of prest ige; its c h a r m is to have t r ans fo rmed n o t on ly t h e rest of 

the U n i t e d States, b u t the rest o f the w o r l d in to an i m m e n s e p rov ince (wh ich in no 

way detracts f rom t h e c h a r m o f t h e provinces) . 

T h e r e i s no social b o n d here , no conviviality, no col lect ive sent imental i ty , no 

responsibi l i ty towards past or future. Y o u d o n ' t r e p r o d u c e in N e w York . I t isn't a 

ci ty m a d e for r e p r o d u c i n g . Yet e v e r y t h i n g h a p p e n s here . H e n c e t h e f o r e b o d i n g o f 

catas t rophe w h i c h hovers over the w h o l e city - t h o u g h i t is an upbea t sense of fore­

b o d i n g . D o w n in T ie r r a del Fuego , a t t he edges of the ear th , in t h e lonely Antarct ic 

wastes, t he r e is a p o i g n a n t sense of na tura l ca tas t rophe, w h i c h reaches back to t i m e 

i m m e m o r i a l , and of g e n o c i d e w h i c h dates f rom recen t history. A w o r l d devastated 

by w i n d , ice, h u m a n p reda to r s , t he e x h a u s t i o n of earlier ages - a disaster c o n t i n u ­

i n g even now. A curse w h i c h t h e Fueg ians m a i n t a i n e d w i t h the i r o w n gods , w h e n 

they h a d any (it is difficult for t h e gods to find a f oo tho ld in a pitiless wor ld , to 

e m b o d y e l emen ta l power s w h i c h are themselves pitiless t o o n e a n o t h e r ) . 

T h e sense of ca tas t rophe y o u ge t in N e w York i s qu i te different. I t i s t h e sense 

of a vital catastrophe, of w h a t can e n d on ly in excess and prodigality. T h e m a x i m u m 

i m m i n e n c e o f p resen t t i m e a n d h e n c e t h e exhaus t i on o f any future, o f any future 

energy, w h i c h is ga the red i n t o a single instant , an absolute p resen t . 

H a v i n g said this, we no d o u b t have a naive v i e w of energy. An en t rop i c view. 

W h e r e a s ene rgy — t h e mi l lennia l e n e r g y o f t h e w i n d in Pa tagonia o r t h e e n e r g y o f 

human i ty ' s w o r k i n g s - is doubt less inexhaus t ib le . 

1 January 1996 
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T h e e lec t ron ic display o f t h e A m e r i c a n na t iona l d e b t i n T i m e s Square registers an 

as t ronomica l figure of s o m e thousands of bi l l ions of dollars, increas ing a t t h e s tag­

ge r ing rate of 2 0 , 0 0 0 dollars a second. T h e e lec t ronic display at B e a u b o u r g registers 

t h e mi l l ions o f seconds separa t ing us f rom t h e year 2 0 0 0 . T h e o n e , r ep re sen t ing 

t ime , falls steadily. T h e o ther , r ep re sen t ing m o n e y , rises ver t iginously. O n e is a 

c o u n t d o w n to zero s econd . T h e o ther , by contras t , tends towards infinity. B o t h 

imp ly ca tas t rophe , a t least in t h e i m a g i n a r y register. In the B e a u b o u r g case, t h e 

ca tas t rophe o f t h e exhaus t i on o f t ime ; in t h e A m e r i c a n case, t h e ca tas t rophe o f the 

deb t b e g i n n i n g to g r o w exponent ia l ly , b r i n g i n g a w o r l d financial crash in its wake . 

In fact, this d e b t wi l l never be pa id off. No d e b t wi l l ever be pa id off. T h e f ina l 

a c c o u n t i n g wil l n e v e r take place. I f o u r days are n u m b e r e d , a c c o u n t e d for, t h e 

absent capital , for its par t , is b e y o n d any a c c o u n t i n g . If t h e U n i t e d States is already 

in v i r tua l b r e a c h of its obl iga t ions , this wi l l have no effects. T h e r e wi l l be no 

J u d g e m e n t D a y for this vi r tual bank rup tcy . O n e has mere ly t o e n t e r t h e e x p o n e n ­

tial or vir tual m o d e to be released from all responsibility, since there is no longe r any 

reference, any referential w o r l d to serve as measu re . 
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Thi s d i sappearance o f the referential un iverse i s an ent i rely n e w s i tuat ion. W h e n 

y o u c o n t e m p l a t e t h e e lec t ronic display on Broadway, y o u have the impress ion o f 

s o m e t h i n g t ak ing off i n t o t h e s t ra tosphere ; t h e d e b t figure m i g h t be t h e dis tance, 

expressed in l ight years, of a galaxy m o v i n g away f rom us in t h e cosmos , t h e escape 

veloci ty of a terrestr ial satellite. A n d , i n d e e d , i t is a satellite: t h e d e b t moves on an 

orb i t tha t i s ent i re ly its o w n , t h e orb i t of capital released f rom any e c o n o m i c c o n ­

t ingency, m o v i n g in a parallel universe , hav ing escaped, by its ve ry acce lera t ion , 

f rom any relapse i n t o the banal un iverse o f p r o d u c t i o n , va lue a n d use. N o t even an 

orbi tal universe , b u t an exorbi ta l , e x - c e n t r e d , eccen t r i c o n e . A n d t h e probabi l i ty o f 

its ever r e - e n t e r i n g o u r w o r l d is faint i n d e e d . 

T h i s i s why, f rom this p o i n t o n , no d e b t wil l be pa id off. I t can a t best be 

b o u g h t back a t a k n o c k - d o w n p r i ce a n d p u t back on to a d e b t m a r k e t — t h e publ ic 

sec tor b o r r o w i n g r e q u i r e m e n t , t h e na t iona l deb t , t h e w o r l d d e b t — hav ing o n c e 

again b e c o m e an e x c h a n g e value . I t i s un l ike ly t h e deb t wil l ever be called in, and 

this is w h a t gives it its incalculable value. For, su spended as it is in this way, it is o u r 

on ly insurance against t ime . U n l i k e t h e c o u n t d o w n , w h i c h signifies t h e exhaus t ion 

of t ime , t h e indefini te ly de fe r red d e b t i s o u r gua ran t ee tha t t i m e itself i s i n e x ­

haust ible . N o w , we very m u c h n e e d assur ing a b o u t t ime in this way a t t h e ve ry 

p o i n t w h e n the future itself i s t e n d i n g to be who l ly c o n s u m e d in real t ime . C l e a r i n g 

t h e deb t , ba lanc ing up the b o o k s , w r i t i n g off T h i r d W o r l d d e b t — these are th ings 

n o t even to be c o n t e m p l a t e d . I t i s on ly t h e d i sequ i l i b r ium of t h e deb t , its prol i fer­

a t ion , its p r o m i s e o f infinity, w h i c h keeps us go ing . T h e global , p l ane ta ry d e b t 

clearly has n o m e a n i n g i n t rad i t ional t e r m s o f ob l iga t ion and credi t . O n t h e o t h e r 

hand , i t is o u r t rue collective claim on each o t h e r — a symbol ic claim, by w h i c h p e r ­

sons, c o m p a n i e s a n d na t ions find themselves b o u n d to o n e a n o t h e r t h r o u g h lack. 

E a c h i s b o u n d to t h e o t h e r (even t h e banks) by the i r v i r tua l b a n k r u p t c y , as a c c o m ­

plices are b o u n d by the i r c r i m e . All assured of exis t ing for each o t h e r in the shade 
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of a deb t w h i c h c a n n o t be sett led or w r i t t e n off, s ince t h e r e p a y m e n t o f t h e a c c u ­

m u l a t e d w o r l d d e b t w o u l d take far m o r e t h a n t h e funds available. T h e o n l y sense 

of it, t h e n , is to b i n d all civilized h u m a n be ings i n t o t h e same des t iny as c redi tors . 

Just as nuc lea r w e a p o n s , s tockpi led across t h e w o r l d to a p o i n t of considerable p l a n ­

e tary overkil l , have no o t h e r m e a n i n g t h a n to b i n d all h u m a n be ings i n t o a single 

dest iny o f th rea t and d e t e r r e n c e . 

O n e unders tands , t hen , w h y t h e A m e r i c a n s m a k e such a s h o w o f their debt . T h e 

initiative is supposed to shame the State for its bad m a n a g e m e n t and alert t he citizens 

to an i m m i n e n t collapse of the finances and publ ic services. B u t the exorb i tan t scale 

of the figures robs t h e m of all m e a n i n g . It is, in fact, j u s t a massive advert is ing exer­

cise and, indeed , t h e l u m i n o u s bi l lboard looks for all t he wor ld like a t r i u m p h a n t 

s tock marke t i ndex that has b r o k e n all records. T h e popu l a t i on con t empla t e i t w i t h 

the fascination they m i g h t accord to a wor ld record ( though few gather in front of the 

B e a u b o u r g digital c lock to see the r u n - i n to the e n d of the cen tu ry ) . At t h e same 

t ime , the peop l e are collectively in the same si tuat ion as the Tupo lev test pi lot w h o 

r igh t up to the last s econd cou ld see his aircraft nose dive and crash in to t h e g r o u n d 

on his in te rna l v ideo circuit . D i d he , by s o m e las t -minu te reflex, glance a t t h e image 

as he died? He could have imagined himself l iving ou t his last m o m e n t s in virtual real­

ity. D i d the image survive the m a n if on ly for a fraction of a second? Or was i t t h e 

o t h e r way about? D o e s vir tual reality survive the real world 's catastrophic end? 

O u r real artificial satellites are t h e w o r l d deb t , t h e speculat ive capital a n d t h e 

nuc lea r w a r h e a d s w h i c h girdle t h e ea r th o n the i r orbi ta l r o u n d . H a v i n g b e c o m e 

p u r e artefacts - sidereally m o b i l e a n d instant ly conver t ib le - t hey have at last f o u n d 

the i r t r u e place, m o r e ex t r ao rd ina ry t han t h e S tock E x c h a n g e , t h e banks a n d t h e 

silos: t h e o rb i t on w h i c h they rise a n d set l ike artificial suns. 

T h e latest of these exponent ia l ly g rowing parallel universes is the wor ld of the 

In terne t and the global informat ion systems. H e r e too, the irresistible g rowth , the o u t -
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g r o w t h of informat ion , could be pos ted up in real t ime in te rms of mill ions of i n ­

dividuals and millions of operat ions - that in format ion n o w so extensive that i t no 

longer has any connec t i on w i th the acquisit ion of knowledge . As of now, we can say 

that this i m m e n s e potent ia l will never be r edeemed , in the sense of a use or pu rpose 

ever be ing found for it. Th ings here, then , are exactly as they are w i t h debt: informa­

tion is as inexpiable as debt, in the sense that we shall never be able to settle o u r accoun t 

w i t h it. Moreover , t he storage of data, t he accumula t ion and w o r l d w i d e circulation of 

in format ion , in every respect resemble the bu i l d -up of an irremissible debt . A n d , 

here again, as soon as this proliferating in fo rmat ion far exceeds the needs and capaci­

t ies of the individual and the species in general , i t has no o ther m e a n i n g than to b ind 

all h u m a n i t y in a single destiny of cerebral au tomat i sm and menta l unde rdeve lopmen t . 

For it is clear that, t h o u g h a certain dose of in format ion reduces o u r ignorance, a mas ­

sive dose of artificial intell igence can only convince us of the failings of o u r natural 

intel l igence and p lunge us deeper in to t h e m . T h e wors t th ing in a h u m a n be ing is to 

k n o w t o o m u c h and n o t to be equal to one's knowledge . I t i s t h e same w i t h r e spon­

sibility and emot iona l capacity: the media , by perpetual ly assailing us w i t h violence, 

misfor tune and catastrophe, far f rom firing s o m e k ind of collective solidarity, mere ly 

demons t ra t e o u r real i m p o t e n c e and p lunge us in to panic and remorse . 

All these parallel universes, caugh t in an a u t o n o m o u s , exponen t i a l logic , are t ime 

b o m b s . T h i s i s clear w i t h nuc l ea r power , b u t i t i s t h e case t o o w i t h d e b t and 

speculat ive capital . T h e tiniest i r r u p t i o n o f these wor lds in to o u r o w n , t h e meres t 

i n t e r sec t ion o f the i r o rb i t w i t h our s w o u l d i m m e d i a t e l y smash t h e fragile e q u i l i b ­

r i u m o f o u r t rade and o u r e c o n o m i e s . I t w o u l d (or will) be t h e same w i t h t h e total 

l ibe ra t ion of i n f o r m a t i o n , m a k i n g us free radicals desperate ly seek ing the i r m o l ­

ecules in a rarefied cyberspace . 

R e a s o n w o u l d doubt less d ic ta te tha t w e re in tegra te these wor lds i n t o ours , i n t o 

an h o m o g e n e o u s universe : that a peaceful use be f o u n d for nuc lea r p o w e r , tha t all 
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debts be paid off, that speculative capital be reinvested in social wealth, and that the 
whole of information become pa r t of knowledge. B u t this is no doubt a dangerous 
Utopia. It would be better for these universes to remain parallel and for their sus ­
pended threat, their eccentricity, to protect us. Parallel and eccentric as they are, 
t hey are nonetheless ours. We created them like this, beyond our reach, as an 
ersatz transcendence; we put them into orbit as a kind of catastrophic imaginary. 
B u t perhaps this is all to the good. For, if t h e cohesion of our societies was in the 
past maintained by the 'imaginary' of progress, it is maintained today by t h e ' im­
aginary' of catastrophe. 

15 January 1996 



The S h a d o w of t h e 
C o m m e n d a t o r e 

I t has b e e n a n e x t r a o r d i n a r y a d v e n t u r e , th is c a n c e r o f M i t t e r a n d ' s . Af te r b e i n g 

c o n c e a l e d , h i d d e n a n d r ep res sed for fifteen years , i t was ' i l legal ly ' r evea led by 

D r . G u b l e r in Le Grand Secret - a t w h i c h p o i n t t h e c o u r t s i n t e r v e n e d w i t h a 

b a n . 2 3 I t was t h e n rev ived o n t h e I n t e r n e t i n v i r t ua l space , a n d , i n t h e e n d , 

p l a c e d v i r t ua l ly u n d e r l o c k a n d k e y i n t h e p e r s o n o f t h e o f f e n d i n g cyberca fe 

25 . T h e b o o k Le Grand Secret by Claude Gubler (Mitterand's personal physician) and Michel 
G o n o d was published by Plon on 17 January 1996, nine days after the president's death. It claimed 
that Mitterand's prostate cancer was first diagnosed in 1981 and that medical information after that 
date was falsified at the president's request. Gubler also argued that, by the end of his second term, 
the president was so ill he could barely fulfil his duties. T h e b o o k was banned on 18 January w h e n 
the Mit terand family brought an action against the publishers and Dr. Gubler (for breach of confi­
dentiality). By that date, 33,000 copies are said to have been sold. T h e ban was confi rmed in the 
Paris Appeal C o u r t on 13 March 1996. T h e text of the b o o k has since been available periodically 
on the Internet . 
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o w n e r . 2 6 F r o m o n e cancer t o ano the r . F r o m cance r o f the prosta te t o t h e cance r o f 

i n f o r m a t i o n . Since t h e biological secondar ies c a n n o t be spir i ted away by m e d i c i n e , 

t h e y are sp i r i t ed away by s i lence. S ince t h e s e c o n d a r y cancers o f i n f o r m a t i o n 

c a n n o t be sp i r i t ed away, t h e y are p r o h i b i t e d by law. T h i s e legan t ly resolves t h e 

p rob lems of data p ro t ec t ion and bioethics , o f openness and u n c h e c k e d proliferat ion: 

use t h e l aw to s top t h e viruses. Sadly, t h e secondar ies have already go t o u t i n t o t h e 

ou ts ide w o r l d — t h r o u g h t h e ' m i r r o r sites ' . 

H a v i n g passed t h r o u g h all t h e phases o f sec recy a n d o p e n n e s s in this way, 

Mi t t e r and ' s cance r can be seen as e m b l e m a t i c of his re ign, based on t h e systematic 

usage o f secrecy and , par t icular ly towards t h e end , on the calcula ted t r i c k l i n g - o u t 

o f t h e par ts o f his life he f o u n d t o o shameful to m e n t i o n . His cancer can be seen 

on these t w o levels, as hav ing c r o w n e d a life w h i c h m i g h t be said to have b e g u n 

w i t h t h e assassination a t t e m p t on t h e avenue de l ' O b s e r v a t o i r e . 2 7 S imula t ed at tack, 

d iss imulated cancer - in b o t h cases, he escapes by a m i n o r mirac le (he leapfrogs t h e 

railings; he leapfrogs a dea th fore told) , t h e n ar ranges for t h e facts to c o m e o u t , 

w i t h o u t a n y o n e b e i n g able to m a k e t h e m c o u n t . All t h e lies o f his life w e r e g iven 

26. T h e text was apparently first placed on the Internet by Pascal Barbraud, manager of the 'Le 
W e b ' cybercafe in Besancon (Doubs). On 26 January 1996, Barbraud was arrested by the Besancon 
police, no t for any infringement of the ban on publication, but because of a t h ree -mon th sentence 
passed on h im on 20 September 1994 at Nante r re for desertion of his family and non-paymen t of 
alimony. In the meant ime, the text of Gubler's b o o k had appeared on a variety of mirror sites from 
which it could be downloaded. On 5 February 1996, the equ ipment at his cybercafe was seized as 
a result of act ion taken by one of Barbraud's creditors. 

27. In O c t o b e r 1959 Mitterand's car apparently came under machine-gun fire on the avenue de 
l 'Observatoire. He escaped by j u m p i n g over railings (or in some accounts, over a hedge) into the 
grounds of the Observatory. Mit terand was subsequently accused by various far R i g h t personalities 
of having staged the attack himself for his own political ends. 
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t o t h e F r e n c h p e o p l e , w h i c h was m a d e t o swal low t h e m . N o t on ly did h e cult ivate 

ins ide r - t r ad ing , w h e r e his illness and m a n y o t h e r th ings w e r e c o n c e r n e d — eve ry ­

o n e in p o w e r does tha t - b u t he cul t ivated the oppos i t e : b lackmai l by threat o f 

revela t ion, a c o d e d revelat ion so to speak, m o r e or less o rches t ra ted in secret by 

h imse l f (his e x t r e m e - R i g h t i s t past, B o u s q u e t , t h e Elysee scandals, his s e c o n d sex 

life, his c landes t ine daugh te r , his re t rospect ive cancer ) , w h i c h he used as a g r i m 

f o r m o f adver t is ing. 

He de l igh t ed i n hav ing the pub l i c swal low t h e fraud and c u n n i n g o f w h a t has 

b e e n t h e greatest case o f e m b e z z l e m e n t in r ecen t h is tory: t h e e m b e z z l e m e n t o f t h e 

socialist he r i t age for ends w h i c h w e r e impene t rab le , t h o u g h they w e r e certainly n o t 

social (nor pe rhaps h is tor ic : t h e appe t i t e for g lory or his tor ical c o n c u p i s c e n c e w e r e 

n o t u p p e r m o s t w i t h h i m , a s they w e r e w i t h D e Gaul le , b u t r a the r sarcasm, t h e 

C o m m e n d a t o r e ' s r ig id m a n i p u l a t i o n , t h e obscure , d o m i n a t i n g i rony o f t h e p e r s o n 

in t h e 'place du morf, w h i c h t h e stiff mask of a face and u n c e r t a i n , pale smile 

already expressed to per fec t ion) . B u t , above all, t h e i n t e r cep t ing o f o p i n i o n , 2 8 t h e 

pol i t ical de-v i ta l i za t ion of a socie ty i n t o w h i c h he can be said to have instil led, for 

years, t h e i m a g i n i n g o f his o w n dea th . 

A n d to have t h r o w n d o w n a k i n d of cha l lenge to servility in d o i n g this — a cha l ­

l enge to t h e servili ty of the masses ( t h o u g h , o n c e again, this i s pa r t of o rd ina ry 

governance) and the servility o f those a r o u n d h i m , for w h o m , o n e fondly imagines , 

he felt a ' lo rd ly ' c o n t e m p t . At least y o u w a n t this to be the case, s ince he h a d so 

m a n y c o n t e m p t i b l e p e o p l e a r o u n d h im! T o the p o i n t w h e r e , i n r epay ing his c o n ­

t e m p t , o n e i s mere ly d o i n g h i m h o m a g e a n d r e m a i n i n g faithful to his m e m o r y . For 

t h e p o w e r o f c o n t e m p t a lone drove h i m . A n d that , paradoxically, deserves respect . 

28. 'La captation de {'opinion . Captation has overtones both of telephone tapping and the improper 
solicitation of a legacy. 

140 



S C R E E N E D O U T 

In t h e e n d , h i s to ry wil l have p roved h i m r igh t , s ince t h e p e o p l e - t h e dear o ld 

p e o p l e - flattered, dece ived and m a d e to l o o k retrospect ively r id i cu lous by all tha t 

has b e e n h i d d e n f rom t h e m (worse : by all tha t was revealed to t h e m t o o late, 

always t o o late, and t h e n i m p u d e n t l y h u s h e d up a n d w h i t e w a s h e d afterwards) will 

have compl i an t l y w e p t collectively over his dea th (we shall n o t even speak of t h e 

sadness of t h e cour t i e r s and t h e pentiti). 

Thi s m i g h t even be said to be t h e m o s t d e m o r a l i z i n g t h i n g in t h e w h o l e story. 

Fo r in t h e e n d M i t t e r a n d h imsel f has no case to answer. All he can be accused of i s 

t h e servili ty o f o t h e r p e o p l e , t h e ex t r ao rd ina ry i n d u l g e n c e , compl i c i ty a n d wilful 

lack o f luc id i ty he p r o m o t e d and t h e fruits o f w h i c h he enjoyed t h r o u g h o u t his 

re ign: this col lect ive failure of t h e poli t ical reflex, this g r o w i n g i m p o t e n c e in t h e 

face o f t h e e n o r m o u s ins ider-deal g o v e r n m e n t h a d b e c o m e . We may, for t h e t i m e 

b e i n g , m o u r n M i t t e r a n d (since, i n any even t , h e has o r g a n i z e d t h e m o u r n i n g 

h imse l f - pe rhaps he even o r d e r e d his cliche mortuaire a n d its d i s t r ibu t ion , this is all 

pa r t o f t h e same logic) , b u t w h a t we are g o i n g to have to m o u r n forever, g iven this 

g l o o m y consensus a r o u n d his dea th , i n c l u d i n g a r o u n d t h e v i r tua l co rpse he h a d 

b e e n for fifteen years, i s any p rospec t of democracy , any c h a n c e of any sor t of 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g and openness in publ ic affairs. T h e p o i n t i s proven: n o t h i n g can ever 

change . He b r o u g h t tha t h o m e to us; tha t was his vic tory, a n d I am sure he will 

have de l igh ted in tha t b i t t e r t r u t h even f rom b e y o n d t h e grave. 

I t mus t be said that he sacrificed himsel f — even in dea th - to t h e hypostasis of his 

o w n p e r s o n . T h e a m b i t i o n and a r rogance o f ' g r e a t m e n ' and t h e a u t o m a t i c servi l ­

ity of t h e masses are, in o u r m e d i a system, m e r e ex tens ions of each o ther . Unless 

vo lun ta ry serv i tude , far f rom b e i n g a capi tu la t ion , is actually a d o u b l e - e d g e d sword 

a n d the p e o p l e , w h i c h gets canniba l ized , also cannibal izes the pol i t ic ians. I t i s c a n ­

nibal izing M i t t e r a n d - t h r o u g h all t he p o s t h u m o u s revelations and the great popu la r 

s h o w they m a k e - w i t h a n e c r o p h a g o u s zeal equal to the the rapeu t i c zeal he can be 
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seen to have dep loyed to defer his o w n dea th . A n d that dea th , deferred over a t least 

t e n years, remains a mystery. W h e r e d id he get the e n e r g y from? I t c o u l d on ly have 

b e e n f rom t h e p o w e r o f secrecy, and , m o r e impor tan t ly , f rom t h e force w h i c h 

c o m e s f rom t h e exercise of power , by a process of abso rb ing t h e e n e r g y of all those 

a r o u n d h i m — feeding on that a n d r e g e n e r a t i n g f rom it, and leaving his e n t o u r a g e 

l imp and subservient . T h e system is a s imple o n e : take all t he posi t ive energies f rom 

t h e o thers ; d u m p all t h e negat ive e n e r g y o n t h e m . 

A d d u c t i o n of positive f lows , a b d u c t i o n of negat ive f lows . M i t t e r a n d pract ised this 

s trategy n o t j u s t o n t h e poli t ical class, b u t o n t h e w h o l e o f F r e n c h society. O n t h e 

pol i t ical socie ty: l iqu ida t ing the C o m m u n i s t Party, anaes the t iz ing t h e R i g h t , v a m -

pi r iz ing a n d parasi t ing a Socialist Par ty w h i c h he kep t alive on a dr ip , t h o u g h i t was 

already in an advanced vegeta t ive state ( the pol i t ical class's loss of its abili ty to 

reason - its g o i n g to pieces - was m o s t clearly revealed in t h e suic ide of P i e r r e 

Beregovoy) a n d p r o m o t i n g a p h o n e y E u r o p e w h i c h he will h a n d on l ike a h o t 

p o t a t o t o all w h o fol low h i m ( second negat ive event o f the re ign: t h e r e f e r e n d u m 

on E u r o p e ) . On F r e n c h society: i t was by concea l ing his cancer tha t he m a n a g e d to 

gove rn , b u t i t was by p ro jec t ing tha t cance r on to F r e n c h socie ty tha t he m a n a g e d 

to survive for so long . O n l y by passing his s econda ry infect ions on to us d u r i n g his 

re ign a n d s u c k i n g t h e l i feblood o n e b y o n e f rom those forces w h i c h c o u l d o p p o s e 

tha t re ign was he able to h o l d on for such a t ime . We w e r e g o v e r n e d by a m a n 

solely p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h his o w n dea th a n d d r i p p i n g i t i n h o m e o p a t h i c doses in to 

all t h e systems and tissues of pol i t ical life - h e a d i n g off any o t h e r way of i m a g i n i n g 

g o v e r n a n c e . Fo r if, con t r a ry to w h a t is said of it, i m a g i n a t i o n has neve r d r e a m e d of 

t ak ing p o w e r , p o w e r has always d r e a m e d of d e v o u r i n g the i m a g i n a t i o n - and has 

general ly e n d e d u p d e v o u r i n g its o w n image . 

Th i s i s w h y we shou ld t h a n k M i t t e r a n d for this pe r sona l obsession, since, by 

force of negativity, he can be said to have g iven us a r emarkab le poli t ical lesson. He 
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has t a u g h t us tha t o n e c o u l d gove rn - tha t o n e c o u l d gove rn on ly — by v i r t u e of an 

in ternal weakness , an ant ic ipated death - b u t in secrecy and to the people 's disgrace. 

For the peop l e has i n d e e d b e e n disgraced, disgraced the way the last of the cour t ie rs 

w e r e . A n d this i s ve ry m u c h t h e w o r s t o f i t all. T h e p e o p l e o f F rance - to w h o m 

he passed on c o r r u p t i o n on t h e sly, l ike a d i r ty p i c t u r e s l ipped to t h e m u n d e r t h e 

c o u n t e r - w e r e clearly m a d e aware tha t t hey d id n o t c o u n t for m u c h . 

Th i s i s t h e art o f g o v e r n m e n t today: g o v e r n m e n t by negat ive m e a n s , by d e t e r ­

r ence , by c o n v i n c i n g p e o p l e of the i r powerlessness . So i t is still for t h e m - for t h e 

betrayed, the insul ted, those on t h e scrap heap , those w h o have b e e n given t h e r u n -

a r o u n d - to take t h e s h a m e of i t all, and , i n d e e d , to accept a n d absolve this state of 

affairs as s o m e t h i n g c r imina l b u t inevi table . 

T h i s i s t h e a b o m i n a b l e pol i t ical lesson he can be said to have t a u g h t us . B u t , i f 

his was m e r e l y t h e d e a d man 's h a n d , w h o was s t ee r ing t h e ship o f state? W h o b u t 

dea th itself? 

5 February 1996 
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The M i r r o r o f C o r r u p t i o n 

A bill to r e f o r m t h e law on t h e misuse of pub l i c funds , a m o u n t i n g v i r tua l ly to a 

ve i led amnes ty , a lmos t m a d e i t t o P a r l i a m e n t recent ly . A n d , m a k e n o mis t ake 

a b o u t it, i t wil l c o m e be fo re i t o n e day in s o m e f o r m o r a n o t h e r . T h e Pelat affair 

has a l ready b e e n s h e l v e d . 2 9 W h a t i s e u p h e m i s t i c a l l y cal led t h e misuse o f p u b l i c 

funds of ten relates to t h e a p p o r t i o n m e n t o f funds a n d p r o p e r t y tha t are a lmos t as 

illicit a s d r u g s m o n e y . You c a n n o t , in fact, see w h e r e t h e cha in o f c o r r u p t i o n 

b e g i n s a n d ends . Tap ie e m b e z z l i n g m o n e y t o f i x footbal l m a t c h e s c a n b e cal led 

c o r r u p t , b u t isn't t h e C r e d i t Lyonna i s , w h i c h so g e n e r o u s l y k e p t Tapie 's coffers 

t o p p e d u p , j u s t a s c o r r u p t ? (and i n d e e d Tap ie wasn ' t s low to c r i t i c ize i t in an 

effort t o excuse his o w n ac t ions ) . A n d d o e s n ' t all t h e m o n e y s q u a n d e r e d in r i sky 

29. Mr Patrice Pelat was said to have benefited from building work w h i c h was invoiced as part 
of projects relating to a hospital in Le Mans and a school at Courbevoie , but actually carried out on 
his property in Sologne. This was, allegedly, part of an arrangement to pay Mr Pelat back for obtain­
ing a contract in N o r t h Korea. Mr Pelat was a friend of the French president Francois Mitterand and 
was in fact the man alleged by Le Canard enchaine to have supplied Pierre Beregovoy wi th the 
interest-free loan of 1 million francs in 1986. See note 11, p. 71 
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ven tu re s b y t h e s a m e C r e d i t Lyonna i s , l ike m a n y o t h e r b a n k s a n d f inancial i n ­

s t i tu t ions , a m o u n t t o e m b e z z l e m e n t a n d misuse o f pub l i c funds? N o o n e speaks 

o u t against this scandal , on t h e g r o u n d s tha t i t i s n o t a m a t t e r for t h e law. B u t we 

k n o w tha t t h e r e i s m u c h m o r e ' legal ' f raud t h a n illegal. T h i s t h r o w s t h e a n t i -

c o r r u p t i o n o p e r a t i o n i n t o pe r spec t ive , a n d in a sense r e n d e r s i t r i d i c u l o u s - tha t 

o p e r a t i o n w h i c h , in its way, p rov ides a cove r for (and a d ive r s ion from) t h e real 

c o r r u p t i o n . 

G e t t i n g t o the roo t s o f c o r r u p t i o n w o u l d b e a n endless business. N o o n e c o u l d 

p l u m b its dep ths . W i t h o u t any d o u b t , i t i s consubs tant ia l w i t h social func t ion ing . 

B u t a t least t h e ' w a r on c o r r u p t i o n ' evokes its spect re and presents us w i t h i t as 

spectacle. N o w , t h e spectacle of c o r r u p t i o n is a vital func t ion in a d e m o c r a c y : i t 

provides e n t e r t a i n m e n t and has an educat ive, cathart ic funct ion. I t does n o t p r o d u c e 

any deep-sea ted bi t terness ; o the rwi se revolt w o u l d be p e r m a n e n t l y festering. In the 

end , c o r r u p t i o n does n o t arouse any col lect ive i nd igna t i on ( t h o u g h , this, na tu ra l ly 

is filtered by t h e m e d i a ) . A n d , t h o u g h i t is posi t ively an ou t rage , t h e a m n e s t y bill 

w h i c h i s in t h e offing ( e c h o i n g the a m n e s t y F r e n c h m e m b e r s o f pa r l i amen t have 

generous ly g r a n t e d themselves) - an a m n e s t y w h i c h a m o u n t s vir tual ly to an inv i ­

t a t ion to c o r r u p t i o n - has n o t b r o u g h t t h e o u t c r y o n e w o u l d have e x p e c t e d from 

a b o d y of d e m o c r a t i c pub l i c o p i n i o n . 

Th i s i s because , a t b o t t o m , no o n e believes in d e m o c r a c y E v e r y o n e d i m l y rea l ­

izes that any system funct ions in denial of its o w n pr inc ip les , t ransgressing its o w n 

ru les . A n d this r e s i gna t i on over p r i nc ip l e s feeds an abashed consensus on t h e 

h i d d e n , i m m o r a l rules by w h i c h o u r socie ty opera tes . C o r r u p t i o n in d e m o c r a c y i s 

s imply the n e w f o r m assumed by pr ivi lege — the ru le in earlier societies — w h i c h has 

me re ly b e c o m e illegal, thus a d d i n g fu r ther to its c h a r m . 

C o r r u p t i o n itself is, in this way, a vital func t ion : a secret m e c h a n i s m of a w h o l e 

society, a source of poli t ical energy, a pub l i c service. 
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E v e r y t h i n g in t h e A R C s tory i s scandalous and repulsive, b u t i s i t n o t also scan­

dalous tha t mil l ions o f p e o p l e are p repa red to give w h e n asked to do so in any way 

b y char i t ies o r t h e m e d i a ? 3 0 H o w can w e d e m a n d tha t officers o f char i t ies m a k e 

ra t ional a n d h o n e s t use of funds ga the red so easily, a n d given so t rus t ingly to such 

a shady chari ty? I t w o u l d be amaz ing if they did so. Moreover , t he sku lduggery does 

n o t p r even t t h e mystified v ic t ims f rom c o n t i n u i n g to give w i t h t h e same naivety. 

Isn't t he r e an e l e m e n t o f responsibi l i ty in this servility, w h e t h e r s p o n t a n e o u s or 

orches t ra ted? W h a t p e o p l e u l t imate ly w a n t is to be g iven a c h a n c e to give, as they 

have e l sewhere b e e n given t h e c h a n c e t o vo te or, on any o f t h e confessional TV 

p r o g r a m m e s , the c h a n c e to speak. So those w h o satisfy this desire, t ak ing the i r c u t 

f rom i t as they do , are p e r f o r m i n g a g e n u i n e publ ic service. At any rate, t h e m o n e y 

mi sapp rop r i a t ed in t h e process, b e i n g def lected first f rom its useful (private) p u r ­

poses, t h e n f rom its useful (public) p u r p o s e s by t h e cancer c rooks , still mee t s t h e 

same fate: i t is squande red . In this respect i t is similar to t h e m o n e y sacrificed in 

g a m b l i n g a n d in p lay ing the lot tery. 

T h e State has n o t b e e n a lone in exp lo i t i ng this fo rmula in all t h e va r ious fo rms 

of gambl ing . Are t h e improbab le sums was ted on gambl ing for pointless (and h e n c e 

i m m o r a l ) pu rposes so different f rom t h e sums mi sapp rop r i a t ed by banks o r c o m ­

panies to pay to pol i t ic ians o r e m b e z z l e d by t h e bureaucra t s o f cance r research for 

p u r p o s e s o f lavish e n t e r t a i n m e n t a n d advert is ing? T h e ci t izen i s n o t p u n i s h e d for 

this 'misuse of pr iva te funds ' , for this i m m o r a l use of his o w n m o n e y . I t m i g h t be 

said tha t t h e State encourages lo t te r ies for t h e profit i t makes f rom t h e m . B u t y o u 

30. Jacques Crozemarie, former president of A R C (Association de Recherche contre le Cancer), 
was found guilty of embezzling the charity's funds and sentenced to four years in prison by the Paris 
C o u r t of Appeal. He was also fined 2.5 million francs and required to pay 200 million francs in dam­
ages to A R C . 
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c o u l d also say tha t t h e colossal reverses suffered by b a n k i n g c o n c e r n s t h r o u g h 

f raudulen t p r o p e r l y dealings have c rea ted t h o u s a n d s of j o b s a long t h e way: a n d i s 

this n o t t h e n u m b e r o n e p r io r i ty? 

In fact, in teres t and uti l i ty are neve r t h e key to t h e story. I t has n e v e r b e e n t h e 

p r i m o r d i a l func t ion of a socie ty to p u t m o n e y a n d resources to m o r a l ends , even i f 

i t is t h e a l leged ideal of all o u r democrac i e s . M o n e y r ema ins at all t imes and in all 

places t h e accur sed share, t h e i m m o r a l share, t h e evil p o r t i o n . A n d t h e p r i m o r d i a l 

func t ion remains tha t o f m a n a g i n g tha t accur sed share, o f v o i d i n g a n d l a u n d e r i n g 

m o n e y t h r o u g h g a m b l i n g , was te , m i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n a n d c o r r u p t i o n ; des t roy ing 

m o n e y by its i m m o r a l use; des t roying evil w i t h evil. Th i s i s t h e s t rategy of evil, t h e 

politics of evil w h i c h preserves the symbol ic equ i l i b r i um of a society. Evi l be to h i m 

w h o evil th inks . No m o r e t h a n i t i s conce ivab le to reba lance deb t (on t h e lines o f 

the same ideal v is ion of credi t a n d t h e p r o p e r use of m o n e y ) i s i t conce ivab le tha t 

the re wi l l be an ' e c o n o m i c a l l y co r r ec t ' social d i s t r ibu t ion o f misspen t m o n e y . T h a t 

m o n e y , like deb t , c a n n o t be r e d e e m e d or t ransferred to a 'social satisfaction' of 

needs , for - a n d this is t r u e of t h e m o s t archaic or the m o s t m o d e r n societies -

every social b o n d i s fundamenta l ly t h r e a t e n e d by m o n e y . T h e on ly so lu t ion , t h e n , 

is to ' l a u n d e r ' i t and , to that end , to mi s spend it, or a t all costs to p u t i t i n t o c i r cu ­

la t ion, as qu ick ly as possible — to p u t t h e accur sed share i n t o orbi t . W h i c h is d o n e , 

in the i r o w n t iny way, by individuals and , on a m u c h larger scale, by all t h e s y n d i ­

cates of fraudsters. 

A p a r t f rom b e i n g impract ica l , as e x p e r i e n c e has s h o w n , t h e ra t ional r ed i s t r ibu ­

t ion of resources is a dangerous ideology. It confuses means a n d ends . It believes that 

m o n e y is a m e a n s a n d can be r e d e e m e d by useful ends . A t o u c h i n g il lusion. M o n e y 

is a m e d i u m , n o t a means , and i t has all t h e p o w e r of a m e d i u m w h i c h develops 

a c c o r d i n g t o its o w n ends . ' E n l i g h t e n e d ' m i n d s t h i n k m o n e y , l ike m a n for 

R o u s s e a u , w o u l d be natural ly g o o d i f i t w e r e n o t mi sd i r ec t ed t o w a r d evil. B u t t h e 
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oppos i t e is t r u e : m o n e y is, by its ve ry p r inc ip le , of t h e o r d e r of evil; i t is its dest iny 

to w o r k for evil a n d for i t to m o v e towards g o o d i t has to be subt ly r e - r o u t e d . 

T h i n g s he re are as they are w i t h h u m a n beings , w h o s e fundamenta l passion, accord ­

ing to Freud , i s and remains ha t red . I t i s ha t red w h i c h b inds h u m a n beings t o g e t h e r 

m u c h m o r e s t rongly t han love. A n d i t changes i n t o love on ly by travel l ing d o w n 

e x c e p t i o n a l pa thways , w h i c h r e m a i n forever fragile. T h i s e r r o r o n t h e pa r t o f 

p e o p l e ' o f g o o d wi l l ' i s fatal in t h e pol i t ical m a n a g e m e n t of societ ies , s ince i t 

mere ly pe rpe tua t e s evil by m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g its g u i d i n g p r inc ip le and t h e perverse 

e c o n o m y on w h i c h o u r socie ty i s based. 

I f we fo l low t h e pa ths o f this poli t ics o f evil, t h e i ronic pa ths o f c o r r u p t i o n , we 

arr ive at a reassur ing conc lus ion : t h e fact is tha t c o r r u p t i o n is t h e ' bad ' w h i c h p r e ­

serves us f rom the wors t . Take t h e scandal w h i c h has b e e n m o s t in t h e headl ines : 

t h e e m b e z z l e m e n t o f publ ic o r pr iva te funds for f inanc ing e l ec t ion campa igns o r 

pol i t ical part ies . W h a t finer e n d - g o a l for m o n e y t h a n to be s q u a n d e r e d in that 

s u p r e m e l y useless o p e r a t i o n , tha t l aughable ven tu re , an e lec t ion? T h e s e funds have 

at least genu ine ly vanished in to th in air. I t is mere ly c o r r u p t m o n e y re -used for c o r ­

r u p t ends a n d a t b o t t o m that does little h a r m t o t h e c o m m u n i t y . W h e n y o u t h i n k 

w h a t w o u l d have c o m e of a healthy, en l i gh t ened m a n a g e m e n t of these funds, all t he 

projects for t h e publ ic g o o d w h i c h w o u l d have b e e n visi ted u p o n us, all t h e gy ra ­

t o r y road schemes , t h e thousands of useless offices — that w h o l e supers t ruc ture , that 

u rban , cul tura l b l ight , on w h i c h t o w n s a n d even t h e smallest villages nowadays 

p r i d e themselves! N o t c o u n t i n g t h e fu r ther sophis t ica t ion o f admin i s t r a t ion , p o ­

l ic ing a n d security, t h e addi t iona l h e l p i n g of cu l tu re and c o n t r o l - and all this for 

o u r g rea te r g o o d ! At least in t h e c landes t ine s q u a n d e r i n g o f t h e cash, we are spared 

all these d u b i o u s blessings. 

C e r o n e t t i : ' O n e silly idea cur rent ly d o i n g the rounds : w h a t g o o d things we cou ld 

do w i t h all t h e m o n e y that 's spent! In fact, s tup id a n d c r imina l as we are, we 
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w o u l d cer ta in ly do w o r s e th ings . T h e m o s t expens ive w e a p o n s are ones tha t are 

unusable as such: the i r utility lies precisely in the quant i ty of wea l th sunk in to t h e m , 

w h i c h w o u l d o t h e r w i s e unleash itself in o t h e r fields for the r u i n a t i o n o f t h e ea r th 

a n d t h e d e g r a d a t i o n of its peop les . If, ins tead of mi l l ions of pr iva te cars, we bui l t 

bat t le tanks , they w o u l d all e n d up in u n d e r g r o u n d depo t s a n d o u r cities w o u l d be 

able to breathe . ' 

So, we shou ldn ' t keep g o i n g on a b o u t c o r r u p t i o n and e m b e z z l e m e n t o f all k inds 

(in any case, t he r ec r imina t ion is par t of the c r ime) . We should lucidly take the v i e w 

that , f rom a rat ional p o i n t of v i e w and a reasonable h u m a n perspect ive, t he re are no 

l o n g e r sufficient needs or useful ends to c o p e w i t h such a mass of m o n e y and 

resources . W e r e i t n o t for efficient, o rgan i zed e m b e z z l e m e n t , t he re is a d a n g e r we 

w o u l d be c on f ron t ed w i t h an excess of m e a n s a n d a shor tage of ends — a grave and 

demora l i z ing s i tuat ion w h i c h we m u s t stave off w i t h bankrup tc i e s , waste , misuse o f 

pub l i c funds, etc . 

T h e on ly offender in all this , i f we accep t tha t t h e m a i n func t ion o f m o n e y i s to 

c i rculate a n d be spen t , i s t h e small saver. Fo r w h e r e a s t h e b i g financial c rooks 

mere ly c o n t r a v e n e t h e m o r a l law or legality, he con t ravenes t h e i m m o r a l law, t h e 

p r o f o u n d l aw of o u r socie ty . . . Saving, the r e t e n t i o n of m o n i e s , t h e unlawful 

i m p r i s o n m e n t of pr iva te funds w h i c h c o u l d be p u t to pub l i c use, tha t i s to say 

w h i c h c o u l d b e c o m e l iquid capital — tha t i s w h e r e real c o r r u p t i o n lies today. A n d 

i t i s on ly r i gh t tha t t h e law shou ld c o m e d o w n on t h e small saver a t t h e same t i m e 

as i t grants an a m n e s t y to t h e large-scale fraudsters a n d gives t h e g reen l ight to the i r 

ope ra t ions . 

19 February 1996 



D i s n e y w o r l d C o m p a n y 

In t h e early 1980s, w h e n t h e i ron a n d steel i ndus t ry o f L o r r a i n e w e n t i n t o i r r e ­

versible dec l ine , t h e au thor i t i e s h a d t h e idea o f c u s h i o n i n g t h e collapse by c rea t ing 

a E u r o p e a n leisure park , an ' in te l l igent ' t h e m e pa rk i n t e n d e d to re - in jec t s o m e 

d y n a m i s m i n t o t h e r eg ion . I t was called SmurfJand . 3 1 T h e m a n a g i n g d i rec to r o f t h e 

defunc t s tee lworks b e c a m e , q u i t e naturally, t h e m a n a g i n g d i r ec to r o f t h e t h e m e 

pa rk a n d t h e u n e m p l o y e d s tee lworkers w e r e r e - e m p l o y e d as ' S m u r f m e n ' . Sadly, 

w h e n t h e p a r k itself h a d for va r ious reasons to close its doo r s , t h e ex - s t ee lworke r s 

f o u n d themselves u n e m p l o y e d o n c e again. A g r i m dest iny w h i c h m a d e t h e m , first, 

real v ic t ims of the w o r l d o f w o r k , t h e n p h a n t o m vict ims of leisure, t hen , in the end , 

cast-offs f rom b o t h spheres . 

B u t S m u r f l a n d was m e r e l y a m i n i a t u r e . T h e D i s n e y e n t e r p r i s e i s o n q u i t e 

a n o t h e r scale. To ge t s o m e idea o f it, y o u have to k n o w tha t D i s n e y ' U n l i m i t e d ' , 

after t ak ing over o n e o f t h e biggest A m e r i c a n TV channe ls , i s cu r r en t l y b u y i n g up 

3 1 . Strictly speaking, it was called Schtroumpfland, but was largely k n o w n as Smurfland in the 
UK (les Schtwumps = the Smurfs). 
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4 2 n d Street in N e w York, t h e ' red l ight dis t r ic t ' o f 4 2 n d Street , to t u r n i t i n t o a 

k i n d of erot ic a m u s e m e n t z o n e , w i t h o u t c h a n g i n g i t in any — significant — w a y I t 

is m e r e l y t r a n s f o r m i n g a m e c c a of p o r n o g r a p h y , in situ, i n t o a subs id ia ry of 

D i s n e y w o r l d . T r a n s f o r m i n g t h e p o r n o g r a p h e r s a n d t h e p ro s t i t u t e s , l ike t h e 

Smurf land s tee lworkers , i n t o extras in the i r o w n wor ld , all m e t a m o r p h o s e d i n t o 

s o m e t h i n g ident ica l , i n to m u s e u m pieces , D i s n e y characters . A n d d o y o u k n o w 

h o w G e n e r a l Schwarzkopf , a rchi tec t o f t h e US G u l f W a r strategy, ce lebra ted his 

'v ic tory '? W i t h a gigant ic par ty a t D i sneywor ld . S u c h revellings in the m e c c a of t h e 

i m a g i n a t i o n w e r e surely a w o r t h y conc lu s ion to tha t v i r tua l war . 

B u t t h e D i sney en te rp r i se goes fur ther t han t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . T h e grea t p r e c u r ­

sor, t he ini t ia tor of t h e vir tual reality of the imag ina t ion , is cur rent ly t ak ing over t h e 

w h o l e o f t h e real w o r l d to i n c o r p o r a t e i t i n t o its syn the t ic w o r l d in t h e f o r m of an 

i m m e n s e 'reality s h o w ' , in w h i c h i t is reality itself w h i c h presents itself as spectacle , 

in w h i c h t h e real itself b e c o m e s a t h e m e park . A reality transfusion, t h e way we 

speak of b l o o d transfusions. E x c e p t , in this case, i t is a transfusion of real b l o o d i n t o 

t h e bloodless un iverse o f t h e v i r tual . 

T h e y are even r e b u i l d i n g an exac t rep l ica o f D i s n e y l a n d Los A n g e l e s a t 

D i s n e y w o r l d in O r l a n d o . Like a k i n d of s econd- l eve l a t t rac t ion , a s i m u l a c r u m 

raised to t h e s e c o n d p o w e r . T h i s i s t h e same j o b a s C N N did on t h e G u l f W a r -

t h e p r o t o t y p e o f t h e event w h i c h d id n o t take p lace because i t t o o k p lace in real 

t ime , i n t h e ins tan tane i ty o f C N N . Today, D i s n e y m i g h t wel l restage t h e G u l f W a r 

as a g lobal a t t rac t ion . C h r i s t m a s a t E u r o d i s n e y was ce lebra ted w i t h t h e R e d A r m y 

choi r s . E v e r y t h i n g i s possible, e v e r y t h i n g can be recyc led in t h e p o l y m o r p h o u s 

w o r l d o f t h e v i r tua l . N o t h i n g i s i r r e d e e m a b l e . T h e r e i s no real reason w h y D i s n e y 

shou ld n o t b u y u p t h e h u m a n g e n o m e , w h i c h i s cu r r en t ly b e i n g s e q u e n c e d , t o 

t u r n i t i n t o a gene t i c a t t rac t ion . W h y n o t c ryogen i ze the w h o l e p lane t , exact ly as 

Walt D i sney h a d h imse l f c r y o g e n i z e d in l iquid n i t rogen , w i t h a v i e w to s o m e k i n d 
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of r e su r r ec t i on or o t h e r in t h e real wor ld? B u t the re no l o n g e r i s a real w o r l d , and 

there w o n ' t be o n e — n o t even for Walt Disney : i f he wakes up o n e day he ' l l get the 

s h o c k of his life. In t h e m e a n t i m e , f rom t h e dep ths o f his l iqu id n i t r o g e n he goes 

on a n n e x i n g t h e w o r l d - b o t h i m a g i n a r y a n d real - s u b s u m i n g i t i n t o t h e spectral 

un ive r se o f v i r tua l reali ty in w h i c h we have all b e c o m e extras . T h e difference i s 

tha t , as we slip on o u r data suits or o u r sensors , o r tap away a t o u r keyboards , we 

are m o v i n g i n t o l iv ing spectrality, w h e r e a s h e , t h e br i l l iant p recursor , has m o v e d 

i n t o t h e v i r tua l reality o f dea th . 

T h e N e w W o r l d O r d e r i s a Disneyish order . B u t D i sney i s n o t a lone in this k ind 

o f at tract ive canniba l i sm. We 've seen B e n e t t o n d r a w on all t h e i m m e d i a c y o f t h e 

h u m a n d rama in its adver t i s ing campa igns (AIDS, Bosnia , pover ty , apar the id) by 

transfusing reali ty i n t o t h e N e w M e d i a F igura t ion a t t h e p o i n t w h e r e mise ry and 

c o m m i s e r a t i o n c o m e to resonate t o g e t h e r interactively. T h e v i r tua l buys up the real 

'as is' and serves i t up j u s t so: ' r e a d y - t o - g o ' . 

I f this ope ra t i on can be successful on such a scale, w i t h o u t i n c u r r i n g any th ing b u t 

m o r a l disapproval, and i n d e e d a rous ing universal fascination, this is because reality 

itself, t he w o r l d itself, w i t h all its frenetic c l o n e activity, has already t r ans fo rmed 

itself i n t o an in teract ive p e r f o r m a n c e , i n t o a k i n d of L u n a p a r k of ideo log ies , t e c h ­

no log ies , w o r k s , k n o w l e d g e - a n d even of dea th a n d des t ruc t ion . All j u s t r igh t for 

c l o n i n g a n d resusci ta t ion in an infanti le m u s e u m of t h e I m a g i n a t i o n , in a vi r tual 

m u s e u m o f I n f o r m a t i o n . 

Similarly, there 's no p o i n t l o o k i n g for c o m p u t e r viruses . We are all c a u g h t up in 

t h e viral i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n of systems, and i t i s i n f o r m a t i o n itself w h i c h is t h e vi rus , 

n o t yet t r ansmi t t ed sexually, b u t m u c h m o r e effectively c o n d u c t e d a long digital 

channe l s . 

So D i sney mere ly has to s t oop d o w n to p i ck up reality as i t is. 'Bu i l t - i n spec ­

tac le ' , a s G u y D e b o r d w o u l d say. B u t we are no l o n g e r i n t h e soc ie ty o f t h e 
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spectacle , w h i c h has itself b e c o m e a spec tacular c o n c e p t . I t i s no l o n g e r t h e c o n t a ­

g i o n of spectac le w h i c h alters reality, i t i s t h e c o n t a g i o n of t h e v i r tua l w h i c h 

obl i terates the spectacle. W i t h its d ive r t ing , d i s tanc ing effects, D i s n e y l a n d still r e p ­

resen ted spectacle a n d folklore, b u t w i t h D i s n e y w o r l d and its t en tacu la r ex tens ion , 

we are dea l ing w i t h a genera l ized metastasis, w i t h a c lon ing of the w o r l d and of o u r 

m e n t a l universe , n o t i n t h e i m a g i n a r y register, b u t i n the viral and t h e vi r tual . We 

are b e c o m i n g n o t a l ienated, passive spec ta tors , b u t in teract ive extras, t h e m e e k , 

f r eeze -dr ied extras in this i m m e n s e reali ty show. T h i s i s no l o n g e r t h e spectacular 

logic of a l iena t ion , b u t a spectral logic of d i s e m b o d i m e n t ; n o t a fantastic logic of 

d ivers ion, b u t a co rpuscu la r logic of t ransfusion, t ransubs tan t ia t ion of each of o u r 

cells. An u n d e r t a k i n g o f radical d e t e r r e n c e o f t h e wor ld , t h e n , b u t f rom t h e inside 

this t ime , n o t f rom outs ide , as we saw in w h a t i s n o w the a lmos t nosta lgic w o r l d o f 

capitalist reality. In vir tual reali ty t h e extra is no l o n g e r e i the r an ac to r or a spec ta ­

tor ; he is off-stage, he is a t r ansparen t ope ra to r . 

A n d D i s n e y w i n s o n yet a n o t h e r level. N o t c o n t e n t w i t h ob l i t e ra t ing t h e real b y 

t u r n i n g i t i n t o a 3 - D , b u t depthless , v i r tua l image , i t obl i terates t i m e by s y n c h r o ­

n iz ing all pe r iods , all cul tures in t h e same t r ack ing shot , by se t t ing t h e m a longs ide 

each o t h e r in t h e same scenar io . In this way, it inaugura tes real t i m e — t i m e as a 

single p o i n t , o n e - d i m e n s i o n a l t ime , a t h i n g w h i c h i s also w i t h o u t d e p t h : n e i t h e r 

present , past n o r future, b u t t h e i m m e d i a t e s y n c h r o n y of all places a n d all t imes in 

t h e same t imeless virtuality. T h e lapsing or col lapsing of t i m e : this i s t h e real four th 

d i m e n s i o n . T h e d i m e n s i o n o f t h e v i r tual , o f real t ime , t h e d i m e n s i o n w h i c h , far 

from supe radd ing itself to the th ree d imens ions of real space, obli terates t h e m all. So 

i t has b e e n suggested that in a c e n t u r y or a m i l l e n n i u m , the o ld 'swords and sandals' 

epics wi l l be seen as actual R o m a n films, da t ing f rom t h e R o m a n p e r i o d , as t r u e 

d o c u m e n t a r i e s on An t iqu i ty ; tha t t h e Paul G e t t y M u s e u m a t M a l i b u , a pas t iche o f 

a villa f rom P o m p e i i , will be confused anachronis t ica l ly w i t h a villa f rom t h e th i rd 
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c e n t u r y B . C . (as wil l t he w o r k s ins ide: R e m b r a n d t and Fra A n g e l i c o wil l all be 

j u m b l e d t o g e t h e r in t h e same f la t tening o f t ime) ; and that t h e c o m m e m o r a t i o n o f 

the F rench R e v o l u t i o n a t Los Angeles in 1989 will be confused retrospectively w i t h 

t h e real event . D i sney achieves t h e de facto real izat ion of this t imeless Utopia by p r o ­

d u c i n g all events , past or future, on s imu l t aneous screens, remorseless ly m i x i n g all 

t h e sequences as they w o u l d — or will — appear to a civilization o t h e r t han o u r o w n . 

B u t this is already our civilization. It is already increasingly difficult for us to imag ine 

t h e real, to i m a g i n e History, t h e d e p t h of t ime , t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l space - j u s t as 

difficult as i t o n c e was , s tar t ing o u t f rom t h e real wor ld , to i m a g i n e t h e v i r tua l o n e 

o r t h e f o u r t h d i m e n s i o n . 

4 March 1996 
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The G loba l and t h e U n i v e r s a l 

Global iza t ion and universali ty do n o t go toge the r . I n d e e d , they m i g h t be said t o be 

mutua l ly exclusive. Globa l iza t ion i s the g lobal iza t ion of t e chno log ie s , t h e m a r k e t , 

t o u r i s m a n d i n f o r m a t i o n . Universa l i ty i s t h e universal i ty o f values, h u m a n r ights , 

f reedoms, cu l tu re and democracy . Globa l i za t ion seems irreversible; t h e universal 

m i g h t be said, by contras t , to be d i sappear ing . At least as cons t i t u t ed as a sys tem of 

values a t t h e level of W e s t e r n mode rn i t y , w h i c h i s s o m e t h i n g that has no equiva lent 

in any o t h e r cu l tu re . E v e n a l iving, c o n t e m p o r a r y cu l tu re like t h e Japanese has no 

t e r m for it. No w o r d to refer to a system of values w h i c h regards itself as a t t u n e d 

to all cul tures a n d the i r difference b u t w h i c h , paradoxically, does n o t conce ive itself 

as relative, a n d aspires, in all i ngenuousnes s , to be t h e ideal t r a n s c e n d e n c e [depasse-

tnent] o f all t h e o the r s . We do n o t i m a g i n e for a m o m e n t that t h e universal m i g h t 

me re ly be t h e par t icu lar style of t h i n k i n g of the West , its specific p r o d u c t - an 

or ig ina l o n e , admit tedly , b u t i n the e n d n o m o r e expor t ab le than any h o m e - g r o w n 

p r o d u c t . A n d yet, this is h o w t h e Japanese see it, as a specific, W e s t e r n feature; and , 

far f rom s ign ing up to an abstract c o n c e p t , they, by a s t range twist , relativize o u r 

universal a n d i n c o r p o r a t e i t i n to the i r singularity. 
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Every cu l tu re w o r t h y o f t h e n a m e c o m e s to g r i e f i n the universal . E v e r y cu l tu re 

w h i c h universalizes itself loses its s ingular i ty and dies away. T h i s is h o w it is w i t h 

those we have des t royed by the i r en fo rced assimilat ion, b u t i t i s also h o w i t is w i t h 

ou r s in its p r e t e n s i o n to universality. T h e difference i s that the o the r s d ied of the i r 

singularity, w h i c h is a fine dea th ; w h e r e a s we are d y i n g f rom t h e loss of all s ingu­

larity, f rom t h e e x t e r m i n a t i o n of all o u r values, w h i c h i s an ignob le dea th . We 

bel ieve t h e fate of every value is to be elevated to universality, w i t h o u t g a u g i n g t h e 

m o r t a l d a n g e r that p r o m o t i o n represents : far r a the r t han an e levat ion , tha t process 

represents a r e d u c t i o n or, alternatively, an e levat ion to t h e d e g r e e zero of value. In 

E n l i g h t e n m e n t t imes , universal izat ion o c c u r r e d a t t h e top, by an u p w a r d p rog re s ­

s ion. Today, i t h a p p e n s a t t he b o t t o m , by a neut ra l iza t ion of values d u e to the i r 

prol i ferat ion a n d indef ini te ex tens ion . T h i s i s h o w i t i s w i t h h u m a n r ights , d e m o c ­

racy, e tc . T h e i r expans ion c o r r e s p o n d s to the i r weakes t def in i t ion, the i r m a x i m u m 

entropy. D e g r e e X e r o x of value. In fact, t h e universal per i shes in g lobal iza t ion . 

O n c e i t is t u r n e d i n t o a reality, t h e d y n a m i c of t h e universal as t r an scendence , as 

ideal goal , as Utopia, ceases to exist as such . T h e global iza t ion of t rade pu t s an e n d 

to t h e universal i ty of values. It is t he t r i u m p h of la pensee unique over universal 

t h o u g h t . 3 2 

W h a t first b e c o m e s globalized is t h e marke t , t he promiscui ty of all exchanges and 

p roduc t s , t h e pe rpe tua l flow of m o n e y . In cul tura l t e r m s , i t i s t h e p romiscu i ty of all 

signs and values or, in o t h e r w o r d s , p o r n o g r a p h y . Fo r t h e w o r l d w i d e b roadcas t ing 

32. 'La pensee unique' has in recent years become one of the watchwords of French political dis­
cussion. It implies a single-track th inking of the kind once referred to in Britain by the acronym 
T I N A ( 'There is no alternative'). T h e editor of Le Monde diplomatique has defined it as ' the transla­
t ion into ideological terms . . . of the interests of a set of economic forces, in particular those of 
international capital' (Ignacio Ramone t , 'La pensee unique ' , Le Monde diplomatique, no. 490, January 
1995). 
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and pa r ad ing o f a n y t h i n g a n d e v e r y t h i n g over t h e n e t w o r k s i s p o r n o g r a p h y . N o 

n e e d for sexual obscen i ty ; this in te rac t ive co p u l a t i o n suffices. At the e n d of this 

process the re i s no l o n g e r any difference b e t w e e n t h e global a n d the universal . T h e 

universal itself i s g lobal ized: d e m o c r a c y a n d h u m a n r ights c i rculate like any o t h e r 

global p r o d u c t - l ike oil or capital . 

Given all this, we m a y ask ourselves w h e t h e r t h e universal has n o t a lready s u c ­

c u m b e d to its o w n cri t ical mass, a n d i f i t has ever h a d a n y t h i n g b u t l ip-serv ice paid 

to it, o r b e e n h o n o u r e d a n y w h e r e b u t in official moral i t ies . At any rate, for us t h e 

m i r r o r of t h e universal is sha t te red (we can , in fact, see in this s o m e t h i n g like t h e 

mi r ro r - s tage of h u m a n i t y ) . B u t pe rhaps this is for tunate , for, in the fragments of this 

b r o k e n mi r ro r , all t h e singularit ies r e - e m e r g e . T h e ones we t h o u g h t t h r ea t ened sur­

vive, the ones we t h o u g h t had d i sappeared revive. T h e case o f Japan is, o n c e again, 

qui te remarkable in this c o n n e c t i o n . Japan has achieved its ( technical , e c o n o m i c and 

financial) g lobal iza t ion b e t t e r t h a n any o t h e r coun t ry , b u t has d o n e so without pass­

ing through the universal (the succession of b o u r g e o i s ideologies and forms of political 

e c o n o m y ) a n d w i t h o u t los ing a n y t h i n g of its singularity, despi te w h a t i s said. We 

m a y even suppose tha t i t was as a result of n o t b e i n g e n c u m b e r e d by t h e universal 

that i t has h a d such global , t echn ica l success, direct ly c o m b i n i n g the s ingular ( the 

p o w e r o f r i tual) w i t h t h e global (vir tual p o w e r ) . 

T h e increasingly intense resistances to globalization — social and political resistances, 

w h i c h may seem like an archaic re ject ion of m o d e r n i t y at all costs - have to be seen 

as h a r b o u r i n g an or iginal defiant react ion to the sway of the universal. S o m e t h i n g 

w h i c h goes b e y o n d the e c o n o m i c and t h e polit ical . A k ind of painful revisionism in 

respect of the established posit ions of modern i ty , in respect of the idea of progress and 

history - a k ind of reject ion n o t on ly of t h e famous global technos t ruc ture , b u t of the 

men ta l s t ructure of t h e identif ication of all cul tures and all con t inen t s in the c o n c e p t 

of the universal. Th i s resurgence — or even insur rec t ion — of singulari ty m a y assume 
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violent , anoma lous , irrat ional aspects f rom t h e v i e w p o i n t o f ' e n l i g h t e n e d ' t h o u g h t -

i t may take e thnic , religious or linguistic forms, bu t also, at t he individual level, may 

f ind expression in character disorders or neuroses . B u t i t w o u l d be a basic e r ror (the 

very er ror o n e sees e m e r g i n g in the mora l orchest ra t ion of the politically cor rec t dis­

course c o m m o n to all the power s - tha t -be and to m a n y 'intellectuals') to c o n d e m n all 

these upsurges o u t of h a n d as populis t , archaic or even terrorist ic. E v e r y t h i n g w h i c h 

const i tutes an event today is d o n e against the universal, against tha t abstract un ive r ­

sality (and this includes the frantic an tagonism of Islam to Weste rn values: it is because 

it is t he m o s t v e h e m e n t protest against this Wes te rn globalizat ion that Islam today is 

public e n e m y n u m b e r one) . I f we will n o t unders tand this, t hen we will be caught up 

in an endless and pointless wrang le b e t w e e n a universal t h o u g h t assured of its p o w e r 

and g o o d consc ience and an ever greater n u m b e r of implacable singularities. E v e n in 

o u r societies w h i c h are accul tura ted to the universal, o n e can see that n o n e o f w h a t 

has b e e n sacrificed to this c o n c e p t has really disappeared. I t has s imply g o n e u n d e r ­

g r o u n d . A n d w h a t i s n o w r u n n i n g backwards is a w h o l e self-styled progressive 

history, a w h o l e evolut ionism crystallized on its e n d - p o i n t — an e n d - p o i n t w h i c h has, 

in fact, b e e n lost sight of in the m e a n t i m e . T h a t Utopia has fallen apart today and its 

deep-level dislocation is advancing even m o r e quickly than its consol idat ion by force. 

We have before us a c o m p l e x t h r e e - t e r m a r r a n g e m e n t : t he re is t h e global izat ion 

of exchanges , the universali ty of values and t h e s ingulari ty of fo rms (languages, cu l ­

tu res , ind iv idua ls and charac te r s , b u t also c h a n c e , acc iden t , e tc . - all t ha t t h e 

universal , in k e e p i n g w i t h its law, i m p u g n s as an e x c e p t i o n or a n o m a l y ) . N o w , as 

universal values lose s o m e of the i r a u t h o r i t y and legi t imacy, t h e s i tua t ion changes 

a n d b e c o m e s m o r e radical . So l o n g as t hey c o u l d assert themselves as m e d i a t i n g 

values, t hey w e r e ( m o r e or less well) able to in tegra te t h e singularit ies as differences, 

in a universal cu l tu re of difference. H o w e v e r , as t r i u m p h a n t g lobal iza t ion sweeps 

away all differences and all values, u s h e r i n g in a perfect ly in-dif ferent (un)cu l tu re , 
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they can no l onge r do this. A n d o n c e t h e universal has disappeared, all tha t remains 

is t h e a l l -powerful global t e c h n o s t r u c t u r e s t and ing over against the s ingular i t ies 

w h i c h have rever ted t o t h e w i l d state and b e e n t h r o w n back o n the i r o w n devices . 

T h e universal has h a d its h is tor ical c h a n c e . B u t today, con f ron ted w i t h a n e w 

w o r l d o r d e r t o w h i c h there i s no a l ternat ive, w i t h an i r revocable g lobal iza t ion on 

t h e o n e h a n d a n d t h e wayward drift o r t o o t h - a n d - n a i l revolt o f s ingulari t ies on t h e 

o ther , t h e c o n c e p t s of liberty, d e m o c r a c y a n d h u m a n r ights cu t a very pa le figure 

i n d e e d , b e i n g mere ly t h e p h a n t o m s of a van i shed universal . A n d i t i s h a r d to i m ­

ag ine t h e universal r i s ing f rom its ashes or to bel ieve that th ings can be s o r t e d o u t 

by the m e r e play of poli t ics - this lat ter b e i n g c a u g h t up in t h e same de regu l a t i on 

a n d hav ing barely any m o r e subs tance to i t t han inte l lectual o r m o r a l p o w e r . 

M a t t e r s are n o t , however , finally sett led, even i f i t i s n o w all up w i t h universal 

values. In t h e vo id left by t h e universal , t h e stakes have r isen, and global iza t ion isn't 

cer ta in to be the w i n n e r . In the face of its h o m o g e n i z i n g , solvent power , we can see 

h e t e r o g e n e o u s forces sp r ing ing up all over, forces w h i c h are n o t on ly different, b u t 

an tagonis t ic and i r reduc ib le . 

18 March 1996 
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Deep Blue or the 
C o m p u t e r ' s M e l a n c h o l i a 

T h e clash b e t w e e n a h u m a n b e i n g a n d an ' in te l l igent ' ar tefact (Kasparov against 

D e e p Blue) i s h igh ly symbol ic , n o t on ly on a c c o u n t o f t h e prest ige o f t h e g a m e o f 

chess, b u t because i t sums up t h e d i l e m m a o f h u m a n be ings w h e r e all o u r c o n ­

t e m p o r a r y m a c h i n e s are c o n c e r n e d : c o m p u t e r s , v i r tua l o r c y b e r n e t i c devices , 

n e t w o r k s , etc . B e h i n d the ins t rumen ta l , creative o r interact ive use we m a k e o f such 

m a c h i n e s , t he re is, at b o t t o m , always a clash, a chal lenge, a m a t c h , a due l , in w h i c h 

o n e o f t h e part ies m a y be c h e c k m a t e d o r lose face. T h e r e i s no in terac t iv i ty w i t h 

m a c h i n e s (any m o r e , in fact, t han t he re is w i t h h u m a n beings: that i s t h e i l lusion of 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) . T h e interface does n o t exist. T h e r e i s always, b e h i n d t h e a p p a r ­

e n t i n n o c e n c e o f t h e technology , an issue o f rivalry and con t ro l . T h e g a m e o f chess 

me re ly carr ies this s i tuat ion to ex t r emes . 

So, in the end, Kasparov beat the c o m p u t e r , and everyone was greatly relieved, 

since in a way the h o n o u r of the species was at stake. Even if h u m a n intel l igence will 

o n e day have to admi t defeat, that m o m e n t mus t be p o s t p o n e d for as l o n g as possible. 

A n d this is w h a t makes this v ic tory s o m e w h a t ambiguous , for even if i t was no t r igged 

(and it certainly wasn't), Kasparov could n o t - at all costs - n o t w i n . M a n dreams wi th 
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all his m igh t of invent ing a m a c h i n e w h i c h is super ior to himself, whi le at t he same 

t ime he canno t conceive o f n o t remain ing master o f his creations. He can no m o r e do 

this than G o d could. C o u l d G o d have envisaged creat ing m a n super ior to himself and 

confront ing h im in a decisive comba t (with D e e p Blue, Kasparov was m o r e or less pi t ­

t ing himself against a technical divinity, a technical superego divine in essence)? Yet 

that i s w h a t we do w i t h o u r cyberne t ic creations, and we offer t h e m a chance to beat 

us. Or , rather, i t is o u r d ream that they should surpass us - and do this, of course , as 

a ma rk of o u r power , t h o u g h we canno t bear this either. So, m a n is t r apped in the 

Utopian aspiration of having a doub le super io r to himself, bu t o n e he nonetheless has 

to beat to save face. G o d himself, defeated by his o w n creature, w o u l d have c o m m i t ­

ted suicide. Moreover , on the only occasion on w h i c h h u m a n beings really s tood up 

to h im , in the Tower of Babel episode, he immedia te ly cut their supply lines, in the 

form of language and mu tua l unders tand ing . I f c o m p u t e r s were in danger of gaining 

the u p p e r hand , shou ld we n o t spread the same confusion a m o n g artificial languages 

as G o d did a m o n g natural ones? B u t we k n o w that the diversity o f language even tu ­

ally b e c a m e man's privi lege and his absolute w e a p o n . It is, in a way, thanks to that 

diversity that h u m a n beings go t the be t te r o f G o d by invent ing mul t ip le wor lds and 

divinities, each in the image of their respective languages. 

B u t , to c o m e back to Kasparov, i f he w o n , i t was surely because he i s ( m e t a p h o r ­

ically) capable o f s p e a k i n g m o r e t h a n o n e l a n g u a g e : tha t o f t h e e m o t i o n s , o f 

i n tu i t i on , of the s t ra tagem, in a w o r d , t h e l anguage of play - n o t to m e n t i o n t h e 

l anguage o f ca lcula t ion . W h e r e a s D e e p B l u e speaks on ly t h e l anguage o f ca lcula­

t ion . T h e day this lat ter l anguage prevails, in w h a t e v e r fo rm, Kasparov wil l be 

bea t en . T h e day m a n h imsel f speaks on ly tha t single l anguage - the l anguage of 

c o m p u t e r s - he will be bea t en . 

In t e r m s of play, m a n i s n e i t h e r infer ior n o r s u p e r i o r to G o d : he has m a n a g e d to 

keep up a k i n d of r ivalry and o p e n g a m e . Th i s i s w h a t we can best h o p e for. 
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Balthazar Grac ian said that God ' s s trategy is to k e e p m a n e ternal ly in suspense. B u t 

t h e p ropos i t i on i s reversible a n d we t o o keep H i m in suspense. I t i s t he same in t h e 

con f ron t a t i on b e t w e e n na tura l a n d artificial in te l l igence : t h e r ivalry i s u l t imate ly 

i rresolvable, and the best t h i n g i s for t h e m a t c h to be e ternal ly p o s t p o n e d . 

T h e possible v i c to ry o f the c o m p u t e r poses n o p r o b l e m : w e k n o w i t can b e d u e 

on ly to ca lcula t ing power . T h e in te res t ing ques t i on is: w h a t m a k e s Kasparov w i n ? 

T h e f i r s t answer i s g iven by Kasparov h imse l f w h e n he says, ' I play w i t h o u t t h i n k ­

ing . M y hands m o v e faster t h a n m y th ink ing . ' Clearly, D e e p B l u e has n o hands t o 

m o v e faster than its t h i n k i n g . I t can on ly t h i n k fast. N o w , i t is a feature of h u m a n 

be ings tha t they m o v e faster t h a n the i r t h i n k i n g , thanks to s o m e t h i n g rela t ing to 

the i r bod i e s , the i r sex, and w h i c h , in a way, does n o t even pass t h r o u g h t h e black 

b o x of t h e bra in . You can call i t affect, i n tu i t ion , strategy. You can call i t ' p s y c h ­

o logy ' . B u t i t isn't so m u c h a q u e s t i o n of any 'psychica l ' faculties w h i c h m a n 

m i g h t possess in add i t i on to his m e n t a l faculties of calcula t ion. T h e basic difference 

is that , for Kasparov, t he r e is an o p p o n e n t , a n o t h e r party. For D e e p Blue , t he r e is 

n o t h i n g o u t there - no other , no o p p o n e n t . I t moves w i t h i n the confines of its o w n 

p r o g r a m m e . T h e same applies he re , relatively speaking, as w i t h ' D e s e r t S t o r m ' : for 

the G u l f W a r c o m p u t e r s , the re w e r e no o thers , no Iraqis, no enemies (not even any 

A m e r i c a n s , in t h e e n d ) ; the w h o l e t h i n g was played o u t in a c losed c i rcui t on t h e 

basis of ca lcula t ion . 

N o w , i t is precisely at this po in t , b e y o n d the m e n t a l p o w e r of calculat ion, that the 

h u m a n b e i n g can expec t to be definitively s u p e r i o r — in that re la t ionship of o t h e r ­

ness w h i c h i s based on r e l i n q u i s h m e n t o f his o w n t h o u g h t . T h i s r e l i n q u i s h m e n t , 

w h i c h D e e p Blue wil l never k n o w , i s t h e subt le a s sumpt ion of g a m e - p l a y i n g . I t i s 

h e r e that t h e h u m a n b e i n g can i m p o s e h imse l f t h r o u g h i l lusion, decoy, chal lenge , 

s e d u c t i o n a n d sacrifice. I t i s this s t rategy of n o t g o i n g t h e full h o g , of p laying 

w i t h i n one ' s capabi l i t ies , t ha t t h e c o m p u t e r u n d e r s t a n d s least wel l , s ince i t i s 
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c o n d e m n e d to play a t t h e he igh t of its capabil i t ies. T h i s s y n c o p a t i o n or ellipsis of 

p re sence by w h i c h y o u p rovoke t h e e m e r g e n c e o f t h e o t h e r - even in t h e f o r m o f 

t h e v i r tua l e g o of t h e c o m p u t e r - is real game-player ' s t h i n k i n g . Kasparov h imse l f 

has spoken (to ask that i t be taken accoun t of in the t i m e on t h e clocks) of this ' dead 

t i m e of t h e real d u r i n g w h i c h he really t h inks ' . T h a t i s to say, d u r i n g w h i c h he i s 

men ta l ly absent , w h i l e t h e o t h e r party, D e e p Blue , i s sunk in ca lcu la t ion . T h e 

h u m a n b e i n g takes this dis t ract ion of t h o u g h t , this ' d ead t i m e ' , f rom his available 

t ime , w h e r e a s t h e c o m p u t e r does n o t d iver t a single s e c o n d f rom its o w n ca lcula t ­

i ng t ime . B u t , paradoxically, i t is this w h i c h t u rn s r o u n d against it. Kasparov insists 

on t h e fact tha t after his f i r s t defeat (but doubt less y o u have always to k n o w to lose 

t h e f i r s t g a m e ) , he played against his o w n na tu re , ' w i t h i n h i m s e l f , t o e n t r a p his 

adversary (this is j u s t l ike Tire Diary of a Seducer). He learns to play w e a k m o v e s , to 

simplify or close up t h e game. Clearly, w i t h a s i m u l a c r u m , y o u have to play against 

na tu re , to s imula te b e t t e r than i t does a n d ca tch i t o u t , ca tch i t o u t by s imula t ion 

w h i c h , for it, i s m e r e l y t h e s imula t ion of ca lcula t ion, whe rea s for h u m a n be ings i t 

is an i ronic power . 

W h e n up against t h e m a c h i n e they have themselves p r o g r a m m e d (let u s n o t 

forget tha t i t was m e n like Kasparov w h o p r o g r a m m e d D e e p B lue ) , h u m a n be ings 

can on ly subt ly d e - p r o g r a m m e themselves , b e c o m e ' technica l ly i n c o r r e c t ' t o stay 

ahead o f the g a m e . T h e y may even have to take over t h e machine ' s o w n place. Like 

the illusionist w h o h a d invented an a u t o m a t o n w h i c h imi ta ted h u m a n b e i n g so well 

that , on stage, he was himself forced to b e c o m e mechan ica l and m i m i c t h e a u t o m a ­

t o n to m a i n t a i n t h e d is t inct ion. Th i s i s t h e on ly possible strategy: i f y o u b e c o m e 

technica l ly co r rec t , y o u are unfail ingly b e a t e n by t h e m a c h i n e . 

T h e r e i s a n o t h e r factor favour ing h u m a n s u p r e m a c y here : this i s t h e basic s y m ­

bol ic ru le w h i c h states that no player can be b igge r t han t h e g a m e itself. T h e 

player m u s t n o t be unbea tab le , o r the g a m e m a y die. T h e player i s mor t a l ; t h e rules 
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a lone are i m m o r t a l . N o w the absolu te a im o f the m a c h i n e (its secret a m b i t i o n p e r ­

haps?) i s to be perfect , unbea t ab l e a n d i m m o r t a l . W h i c h shows i t has u n d e r s t o o d 

n o t h i n g of the very essence of g a m e - p l a y i n g , and for that reason i t wil l always be 

b e a t e n in t h e end , i f n o t by t h e o p p o n e n t , a t least by the g a m e itself. 

So the re i s little sense in p r ed i c t i ng t h e cer ta in v ic to ry of t h e m a c h i n e in 2 0 0 5 , 

on the g r o u n d s that m a n has on ly cumula t ive k n o w l e d g e , w h e r e a s the m a c h i n e has 

e x p o n e n t i a l k n o w l e d g e . For i f t h e c o m p u t e r ' s k n o w l e d g e is e x p o n e n t i a l , its t h i n k ­

ing is n o t — w h i c h c o n d e m n s i t to a k i n d of exponen t i a l stability: at each m o v e , i t 

goes back to zero and goes t h r o u g h all t h e opera t ions again. W h e r e a s m a n , w h o f i l ­

ters the data, and actively cons iders on ly a few of w h a t is actually an i m m e n s e 

n u m b e r of possibilit ies, is capable of ex t rapo la t ing the data in a single d i rec t ion , 

w i t h o u t regard for t h e initial state. He thus has t ruly e x p o n e n t i a l t h o u g h t a t his 

c o m m a n d , t h o u g h t w h i c h i s creat ive o f u n p r e c e d e n t e d , unp red i c t ab l e conste l la­

t ions - a k i n d of chao t i c strategy w h i c h even a c o m p u t e r a t h o u s a n d t imes m o r e 

powerfu l t han D e e p B lue c o u l d n o t m a t c h u p to. Against t h e c o m p u t e r , m a n p e r ­

sonifies, as i t w e r e , t h e inf in i ty o f c o m p l e x i t y , w h i c h i s n o t t h e inf in i ty o f 

ca lcula t ion, and w h i c h is pe rhaps closer to t h e infinity of c h a n c e (it w o u l d in fact 

be in te res t ing to conf ron t t h e c o m p u t e r w i t h a g a m e of c h a n c e or, in o t h e r words , 

a probabil is t ic disorder , w h i c h is different f rom h u m a n disorder . W h e r e w o u l d i t 

find a w i n n i n g formula?) 

T h e m a c h i n e may, t h e n , be unbea t ab l e a t all k inds o f ope ra t ions , bu t , w h e r e t h e 

essence of play is c o n c e r n e d , i t is forever d isadvantaged — forever o u t of t h e g a m e . 

To have access to tha t essence, t h e m a c h i n e w o u l d have had to have i nven ted it, 

w o u l d have had to have b e e n able to inven t t h e very arbi t rar iness o f t h e rules , 

w h i c h is un imag inab le . A n d i t is t o o late for this. M o r e genera l ly to be a m a t c h for 

m a n , t h e m a c h i n e w o u l d have h a d to have inven ted h i m - a n d i t i s t o o late for that 

t o o . In a despera te effort to l o o k like h i m , o r c o m p e t e w i t h h i m , t h e on ly r e m a i n -
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i ng possibili ty is acc ident : an acc iden t of ca lcula t ion - and m a k i n g a strategy o u t of 

that . O r suicide. 

M a n has i nven ted m a c h i n e s w h i c h w o r k , m o v e and t h i n k be t t e r t h a n h i m , o r 

t h ink for h i m . He has never inven ted any w h i c h c o u l d take pleasure or suffer in his 

stead. N o r even w h i c h can play b e t t e r t h a n h e can. W h i c h pe rhaps explains w h y 

c o m p u t e r s get such deep b lues . 

1 April 1996 
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The Rac ing D r i v e r and his Doub le 

F o r m u l a O n e i s a r a the r g o o d e x a m p l e o f t h e era o f p e r f o r m a n c e , in w h i c h the 

he igh t s ach ieved are t h e w o r k o f m a n a n d m a c h i n e s imultaneously, each p rope l l ing 

t h e o t h e r to ex t r emes w i t h o u t i t b e i n g really clear w h i c h i s t h e e n g i n e o f this m e ­

t eo r i c advance and w h i c h mere ly t h e o ther ' s doub l e . 

I f m a n i s h a u n t e d by the evil gen ius o f t echno logy , w h i c h pushes h i m to t h e 

l imits - and even b e y o n d his capabilities - t h e n t e chno logy is h a u n t e d by m a n , w h o 

identifies w i t h i t and projects all his passions in to it. T h e all iance b e t w e e n t h e t w o , 

t h e pac t b e t w e e n t h e m , can b e b r o u g h t a b o u t on ly t h r o u g h a n excessive e x p e n d ­

i ture , a spectacular sacrifice. In F o r m u l a O n e , the t w o are reconc i led by speed — the 

p h a n t a s m , t h e spectre, t h e ecstasy of speed — w h i c h has b e c o m e an uns toppab le , 

u n d e n i a b l e col lect ive passion. 

V i e w e d in m a c h i n e t e rms , F o r m u l a O n e looks like a pyramid : a pyramidal syn­

thesis of the efforts of thousands of p e o p l e w h i c h cu lmina te in a single car, a single 

m a n , a single brief, dazzl ing m o m e n t . T h e c o n d e n s a t i o n i s ex t r eme , and the m i r r o r 

of the race refracts all the energies deployed - energies all w o r k i n g towards o n e goal -

i n t o the p e r f o r m a n c e of a single m a n , or ra ther in to a two- s ided conf ronta t ion , the 
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intensi ty and brevi ty o f w h i c h have n o t h i n g to do w i t h the accumula t i on o f effort 

and the ex ten t of the infrastructure. T h e collective fascination w i t h the race certainly 

owes m u c h to this transfiguration of all i n to one . B u t this pyramid , o f w h i c h t h e 

dr iver is s imply the tip, is pro jec ted in its t u r n t h r o u g h the med ia and television on 

to mil l ions of peop le — a gigantic redirect ion, a spectacular supers t ructure (even leav­

ing o u t o f a c c o u n t the commerc i a l and p r o m o t i o n a l aspects o f t h e opera t ion) . H i g h 

concen t r a t i on , t h e n h igh d i lu t ion . In this w a y F o r m u l a O n e encapsulates a w h o l e — 

collective, technical and imag ina ry — cycle. 

T h e driver , for his par t , i s a lone . In his cockp i t he no l o n g e r i s a n y o n e . He 

merges w i t h his d o u b l e , w i t h t h e car, a n d so no l o n g e r has an iden t i ty o f his o w n . 

He is a bi t l ike Italo Calv ino ' s Non-existent Knight in his a r m o u r . A n d he does n o t 

see t h e o the r s , t h e o t h e r t o u r n a m e n t kn igh t s . 'You d o n ' t have t o like t h e m o r 

respect t hem, ' said Alain Prost , ' w h e n t h e g r e e n l ight c o m e s o n , they d o n ' t exist. I 

k n o w I ' m g o i n g to do bat t le w i t h a Wi l l i ams , a Lo tus or a Ferrari . ' T h e on ly t i m e 

they see each o ther , w h e n they really feel like adversaries, is on t h e start l ine, in po le 

pos i t i on o r j u s t b e h i n d - the m o s t d r a m a t i c m o m e n t , w h e n of ten t h e race i s 

dec ided on a single reflex in a pe r i lous m o m e n t of d ic ing w i t h a rival in close 

c o m b a t . After that , car a n d dr iver are m e r e l y a l iv ing project i le , w h o s e p u r p o s e is 

to reach t h e goal . K e e p y o u r sights fixed on t h e p o d i u m . A G r a n d P r i x i s ve ry 

m u c h a n obs tac le race these days, w i t h one ' s o p p o n e n t s a m o n g t h e obstacles , 

t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e rain, t h e state o f t h e tyres a n d unpred ic t ab le acc idents . A p e r ­

pe tua l calcula t ion. T h e projecti le has to be cons tant ly regulated, co r rec ted . O n l y in 

appea rance i s t h e c i rcui t t h e site o f t h e c o m p e t i t i o n . T h e c o m p e t i t i o n takes place 

e l sewhere — on t h e w o r l d car marke t , in t h e dr ivers ' p o p u l a r i t y charts , in adver t i s ­

i n g and t h e star system. T h e race takes place on a screen, t h e screen of speed . For, 

in these e x t r e m e reaches , speed is no l o n g e r exact ly a spatial d i m e n s i o n b u t a 

screen on w h i c h t h e dr iver has to m o v e w i t h t h e dex t e r i t y o f a t e l e c o n d u c t o r . 'As 
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t he fans can imagine , t h e real pleasure of d r iv ing has, i f we are hones t a b o u t it, p r a c ­

tically disappeared. ' T h e e ros ion of one 's o w n pleasure i s the p r i c e to be pa id for 

shifting up f rom m o v e m e n t t o p u r e speed , f rom t h e b o d y i n m o v e m e n t t o the 

screen of speed. T h e r e is no passion in this - excep t t h e passion for w i n n i n g , of 

course , t h o u g h that i s n o t a persona l , b u t an ope ra t iona l passion. I t shows up in t h e 

driver's b ra in the way t h e t echn ica l data s h o w on t h e dashboard . I t i s i n -bu i l t in t h e 

t echn ica l ob jec t itself, w h i c h i s m a d e to w i n , and w h i c h i n c o r p o r a t e s t h e driver 's 

wi l l as o n e of the technica l e l emen t s r equ i r ed for victory. Th i s seems i n h u m a n , b u t 

to be h o n e s t a b o u t it, i t i s t h e m e n t a l logic of the race. 

H a v i n g said this, a t 180 m p h , the re is ca lm. Th i s is t h e equ iva len t of t h e eye of 

t h e s t o r m , t h e stasis o f speed, t h e t r ance - l ike state: y o u are no l o n g e r in t h e same 

w o r l d ( m o r e modest ly , y o u can achieve this same sensat ion in a n o r m a l car a t over 

125 m p h ) . T h e b a c k g r o u n d b e c o m e s definitively televisual, t he physical p e r c e p t i o n 

o f t h e o t h e r cars fades; y o u are in t h e p u r e event o f speed; t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f space 

b e c o m e s a tactile, reflex p e r c e p t i o n (in M c L u h a n ' s sense: t h e car b e c o m e s a tactile, 

tactical e x t e n s i o n of t h e h u m a n b o d y ) . T h e r e i s no l onge r any reference h e r e to a 

real landscape , o r to c o m p e t i t i o n or pres t ige: y o u pass i n t o v i r tua l imagery . You 

a p p r o a c h real t ime , t h e ins tan tane i ty of m o t i o n - b u t also, of course , ca tas t rophe. 

A n d he re m i g h t be said to lie t h e o t h e r passion — alongside t h e passion for w i n ­

n i n g - a passion b o t h m o r e spectacular a n d murk i e r . C o n n e c t e d , admit tedly , w i t h 

t h e d ramat i za t ion o f t h e dange r by t h e m e d i a , b u t also, m o r e profoundly , w i t h t h e 

symbol i c ru le o f t h e chal lenge a n d t h e due l : t h e passion for acc idents a n d dea th . 

T h e r e was a t i m e w h e n n o t jus t t h e drivers, b u t the spectators t oo , r isked the i r lives 

on t h e circuits . T h o s e sacrificial days are g o n e . As t h e pe r sona l p leasure in d r iv ing 

is gradual ly d i sappear ing f rom t h e circuits , so t o o is the pe r sona l r isk of dea th . 

D e a t h i s no l onge r a n y t h i n g b u t a v i r tua l i m a g i n a r y e l e m e n t . O n l y t h e cars die, 

on ly the eng ines are d r iven to des t ruc t ion . O n l y the technica l ' d o u b l e ' dies, w h i c h 
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reinforces the abstract na tu re of t h e race. Admi t ted ly , eve ryone dreams of i t (wh ich 

is n o t to say tha t they desire it) , b u t t h e spectacle of dea th , s h o w n ' l ive ' , i s u n ­

acceptable today. H o w e v e r , t he definitive e l imina t ion of accidents is u n t h i n k a b l e , as 

u n t h i n k a b l e as t h e absence of specta tors . E v e n if t h e real specta tors are on ly a t iny 

pa r t of t h e v i r tua l (television) aud i ence , t hey are the re . E v e n i f t h e real r isk is t iny 

in re la t ion to t h e i m a g i n a r y risk, i t is t he re . A n d this d i m e n s i o n is absolute ly vital . 

W i t h o u t any r a n d o m factor, w i t h o u t i nc iden t , e x p u r g a t e d o f all its u n p red i c t ab l e 

e l emen t s , m o t o r rac ing w o u l d lose all in terest . 

So t h e F o r m u l a O n e dr iver has a dual status: he i s b o t h an a u t o m a t i c t e r m i n a l of 

t h e m o s t ref ined techn ica l mach ine ry , a t echn ica l opera tor , a n d he i s t h e symbol ic 

o p e r a t o r o f c r o w d passions a n d t h e risk o f dea th . T h e pa r adox i s the same for t h e 

m o t o r c o m p a n i e s , c augh t as they are b e t w e e n inves tmen t a n d po t l a t ch . Is all this a 

calculated — and h e n c e ra t ional — inves tmen t (marke t ing and advertising)? H a v e we 

he re a m i g h t y c o m m e r c i a l ope ra t i on , or i s t h e c o m p a n y s p e n d i n g i n o r d i n a t e sums , 

far b e y o n d w h a t is c o m m e r c i a l l y v iable , to assuage a pass ion for p res t ige a n d 

char i sma ( there is also a manufac tu re r s ' w o r l d championsh ip )? In this conf ron ta t ion 

b e t w e e n manufac ture rs , isn't t he re an excessive u p p i n g of t h e stakes, a d izzying pas ­

sion, a de l i r ium? T h i s is cer ta in ly t h e aspect w h i c h appeals, in t h e first ins tance , to 

the mil l ions o f v iewers . In the end , the average TV v iewer has doubt less never b e e n 

aware tha t M c L a r e n is a flagship for H o n d a . A n d I am n o t sure he or she is t e m p t e d 

t o play t h e F o r m u l a O n e dr iver i n o r d i n a r y life. T h e impac t o f F o r m u l a O n e lies, 

t hen , in t h e excep t iona l and my th i c character o f t h e event o f t h e race and the figure 

of t h e driver , and n o t in t h e t echn ica l o r c o m m e r c i a l spin-offs. I t i s n o t clear w h y 

speed w o u l d be b o t h severely l imi ted and mora l ly c o n d e m n e d in the publ ic d o m a i n 

and, a t t h e same t ime , ce lebra ted in F o r m u l a O n e as never before, unless there is an 

effect o f sub l ime c o m p e n s a t i o n g o i n g on he re . F o r m u l a O n e cer ta in ly serves t o 

popu l a r i z e the cul t o f t h e car and its use, b u t i t does m u c h m o r e to ma in t a in t h e 
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passion for absolu te difference — a f u n d a m e n t a l i l lusion for all, a n d o n e w h i c h j u s ­

tifies all t h e excesses. 

In t h e end , however , hasn ' t i t g o n e a b o u t as far as it can? Isn't i t close to a final 

state, a final perfec t ion, in w h i c h all t he cars and drivers, given t h e colossal resources 

dep loyed , w o u l d , in a repet i t ive scenar io , achieve t h e same m a x i m u m p e r f o r m a n c e 

a n d p r o d u c e the same pa t t e rn in each race? I f F o r m u l a O n e w e r e mere ly a rat ional , 

indust r ia l p e r f o r m a n c e , a t e s t -bed for technica l possibilities, we shou ld have to p r e ­

dict tha t i t w o u l d s imply b u r n itself ou t . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , i f F o r m u l a O n e i s a 

spectacle, a collect ive, passionate ( t h o u g h perfect ly artificial) event , e m b r a c i n g t h e 

mul t ip le screens of technologica l research, t h e l iving prosthesis of the driver, and the 

te levis ion screens i n t o w h i c h t h e v iewers pro jec t themselves , t h e n i t cer ta in ly has a 

ve ry f ine future. 

In a w o r d , F o r m u l a O n e is a m o n s t e r . S u c h a c o n c e n t r a t i o n of t echno logy , 

m o n e y , a m b i t i o n a n d prest ige is a m o n s t e r (as is t h e w o r l d of haute couture, w h i c h 

is equal ly abstract, and as far r e m o v e d f rom real c l o t h i n g as F o r m u l a O n e is f rom 

road traffic). N o w , m o n s t e r s are d o o m e d to disappear, and we are afraid they m i g h t 

be d isappear ing. B u t we are n o t keen , ei ther , to see t h e m survive in a domes t ica ted , 

r ou t i n i zed f o r m . In an era of daily insignif icance — i n c l u d i n g t h e insignif icance of 

t h e car a n d all its constra ints — we w a n t at least to save the pass ion of a p u r e event , 

and excep t iona l be ings w h o are p e r m i t t e d t o d o absolute ly any th ing . 

March 1995 
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R u m i n a t i o n s for 
S p o n g i f o r m E n c e p h a l a 

T h e m a d c o w e p i d e m i c is, first a n d fo remos t , a sof tening o f h u m a n bra ins on an 

ep idemic scale, w i t h popu la t ions of h u m a n be ings ree l ing in pan ic in a massive o u t ­

b reak of b o v i n e mimic ry . W h a t we have before us i s a full-scale test of t h e qual i ty 

o f t h e h u m a n he rd . 

T h e r e is no d a n g e r of cattle passing on the i r s p o n g i f o r m disease to us. I t i s 

already all a r o u n d us, a men ta l virus far m o r e harmful than the biological o n e . If o u r 

n e w s and i n f o r m a t i o n system is itself t h e area m o s t ser iously affected (wha teve r i t 

says a b o u t tha t ) , t he r e is g o o d reason: i t is because tha t system represents an ideally 

sensitive ta rge t -a rea for t h e w h o l e e p i d e m i c . T h e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s n e t w o r k s are a 

h u g e viral sys tem a n d instant t ransmiss ion is, in itself, a lethal danger . In this p e r ­

pe tua l cr i t ical -mass s i tua t ion, t h e slightest spark is sufficient to p r i c k t h e abscess of 

col lect ive responsibili ty, j u s t as t h e t iniest b o d y p ro jec t ed i n t o a diffuse so lu t ion 

b r ings a b o u t l i g h t n i n g - q u i c k crystal l izat ion. 

O u r systems secrete such a charge of f loat ing responsibi l i ty tha t this co n d en se s 

f rom t i m e to t i m e as static e lec t r ic i ty does in l i gh tn ing . To t h e real threats we face, 

we mus t also add this vast s tore of responsibili ty, this radioact ive c l o u d awai t ing t h e 
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slightest c h a n c e to burs t . T h e m a d c o w i s a r e i n c a r n a t i o n of t h e sacred c o w as ro t ­

t i ng cow. U n l i k e t h e Ind ian e x a m p l e , w h e r e t h e sacred an imal shares infect ious 

diseases w i t h h u m a n be ings b u t does s o i n e n d e m i c m o d e , catt le d o o m e d t o t h e 

bu tcher ' s knife take the i r r evenge by shift ing f rom t h e e n d e m i c to t h e e p i d e m i c . 

C o w s have never c o m e to t e rms w i t h b e i n g fed ro t t en sheep carcases a n d so t u r n e d 

i n t o carn ivores . In spite o f the i r o w n t ranqui l obl iviousness , t hey have neve r c o m e 

to t e r m s w i t h b e i n g t u r n e d in to butcher ' s m e a t for a single species, w h i c h r e m a i n e d 

ent i re ly obl iv ious o f t h e b reak thus c rea ted w i t h t h e rest o f t h e an ima l k i n g d o m . 

C o w s have neve r c o m e t o t e r m s w i t h b e i n g t u r n e d i n t o s imulacra, as, i n k e e p i n g 

w i t h this ca rn ivorous ideal , has recen t ly b e e n the case. Fo r e v e r y t h i n g a b o u t t h e m 

i s p r o g r a m m e d n o w : by h o r m o n e s , t ransplants , t he gene t ic r ed i s t r ibu t ion o f parts 

of t h e body , by way of a plastic surgery a i m e d a t m a x i m u m profi tabil i ty of the 

an ima l as m e a t . T h e c o w is n o t w h a t i t o n c e was. I t is an artefact , a k i n d of d is ­

e m b o d i e d mea t , w h i c h takes its suicidal revenge by infect ing its predator . Th i s is the 

v e n g e a n c e cows have b e e n r u m i n a t i n g . 

I t is because the b o d y of the c o w has b e c o m e a n o n - b o d y , a m e a t - m a c h i n e , that 

the viruses lay ho ld of it. I t is because o u r h u m a n bodies have b e c o m e n o n - b o d i e s -

neurona l , opera t iona l mach ines — that they have lost the i r i m m u n i t y and t h e viruses 

are laying ho ld of t h e m . A n d it is also because c o m p u t i n g has b e c o m e purely a mat te r 

of m e d i a t e c h n o l o g y that i t has b e c o m e vulnerab le to all t he viruses of i n fo rma t ion . 

All viruses are in league: from t h e p r i o n w h i c h infects the c o w to the c o w w h i c h 

infects m a n , and to m a n w h o infects t h e w h o l e p lanet (to the p o i n t o f infiltrating 

himsel f i n to his o w n genet ic c o d e to modi fy it). Perhaps there is a secret p u r p o s e in 

all this? W h o can k n o w w h a t sub te r ranean processes o f revolt and vengeance exist 

a m o n g those beings w e have d o o m e d t o i m p r i s o n m e n t and bu t che ry? 

T h e biological virus in a sense ' k n o w s ' tha t i t can avail itself of the technical virus 

o f c o m p u t i n g and t h e m e n t a l v i rus o f b ra in - so f t en ing to spread itself and gain total 
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revenge . Studies h a d already s h o w n cattle — and , i ndeed , all r u m i n a n t s — to be t h e 

m a i n destroyers o f t h e o z o n e layer, w i t h the i r su lphurous far t ing, the i r p o i s o n o u s 

f latulence. So, t h e consp i racy has b e e n g o i n g on for qu i t e s o m e t ime! T h e r e i s no 

p o i n t i m p u t i n g all this to a n y o n e in par t icu lar : col lect ive madness is a pyramida l 

synthesis o f c o n v e r g e n t effects, o f p h e n o m e n a in r e sonance . 

F r o m the p r o t e i n to t h e cow's bra in , f rom that b ra in to o u r i n f o r m a t i o n systems, 

f rom those systems a n d n e t w o r k s t o t h e a u t o m a t i c m e n t a l d e c o d e r o f o p i n i o n and 

on i n t o t h e s p o n g i f o r m e n c e p h a l o n of t h e pol i t ical class, t h e s t ruc tu re i s t h e same, 

a n d therefore allows e x p o n e n t i a l d e v e l o p m e n t to occur . Let us r u n b a c k a long this 

cha in f rom t h e o t h e r end : there i s n o t h i n g n o w to p ro t ec t poli t icians f rom t h e virus 

o f o p i n i o n ; b u t n o t h i n g pro tec ts that o p i n i o n f rom t h e virus o f i n f o r m a t i o n ; n o t h ­

ing pro tec t s o u r c o m p u t e r i z e d i n f o r m a t i o n system from t h e t iniest little n e w s s tory 

o r f rom its o w n hysteria; and , for mys te r ious reasons, w h a t p r o t e c t e d t h e c o w from 

t h e p r i o n seems to have disappeared too . T h e r e i s total i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y f rom o n e 

e n d of t h e cha in to t h e o ther . A n d so i t i s tha t in an allegedly ra t ional system, chaos 

can g r o w exponent ia l ly , p r o d u c i n g massive effects of collect ive in tox ica t ion w h o l l y 

o u t o f p r o p o r t i o n w i t h the initial c o n d i t i o n s . 

A I D S , t e r ro r i sm , t h e s tock m a r k e t crash, c o m p u t e r viruses, na tura l ca tas t rophes: 

all these p h e n o m e n a are cor re la ted and c o n f o r m to t h e same p r o t o c o l o f v i ru l ence . 

T h e y are w h o l l y cons is tent w i t h each o the r , a n d w i t h the banal i ty o f t h e system. 

Fo r e x a m p l e , a single ter ror is t act forces us to r e v i e w t h e w h o l e pol i t ical scene in 

t h e l ight o f t e r ro r i sm . T h e m e r e appea rance of A I D S , even a t a statistically l o w 

level, forces us to r e v i e w t h e w h o l e s p e c t r u m of disease and t h e b o d y in t h e l ight 

o f the viral, i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y hypothes i s , etc . So, t h e appea rance of m a d cows i s 

t h e equiva len t of a te r ror is t act. 

T h e r e i s savage i r o n y in t h e fact o f c o w s p r o v i d i n g t h e l i tmus test, so to speak , 

for t h e E u r o p e a n pol i t ica l s i tua t ion ( w h e n even t h e massacre i n B o s n i a h a d n o t 
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m a n a g e d to d i s tu rb its i n c o h e r e n t , h y p o c r i t i c a l s tate) . So, Br i t i sh p u b l i c o p i n i o n 

can o n l y e i t h e r t u r n on its g o v e r n m e n t , a s gu i l ty o f n e g l i g e n c e , o r on a E u r o p e 

a l legedly s e e k i n g to i m p o s e its l aw on t h e c o u n t r y . An i m m e d i a t e b o o s t for all 

na t iona l i sms : ' S p o n g i f o r m or n o t , t hey ' r e our cows! ' W h e n a s i tua t ion i s r o t t e n 

a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r y , t h e t iniest i n c i d e n t reveals all its r o t t e n n e s s a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r i -

ness. E v e n t h e ro t t ennes s a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r i n e s s o f t h e l iberal sys tem. ' E v e r y t h i n g 

m u s t c i rcu la te freely' - wel l , so t h e n m u s t g e r m s , v i ruses , d r u g s , capi ta l a n d t e r ­

ror is ts . A n d this c i r cu l a t ion o f t h e w o r s t o f t h ings i s m u c h q u i c k e r t h a n t h e 

c i rcu la t ion o f the best . T h e r e wi l l b e n o end , t h e n , t o the o p e n i n g a n d r e -c los ing 

o f f ront iers . 

H i s t o r y itself argues in favour o f t h e te r ror is t hypothes i s w h e r e m a d c o w disease 

i s c o n c e r n e d , the T u r i n E u r o p e a n s u m m i t o n s p o n g i f o r m e n c e p h a l o p a t h y fo l low­

ing on f rom that a t S h a r m - e l - S h e i k on Islamic t e r ro r i sm. E x c e p t that t h e w o b b l y 

solidarity of the Europeans a r o u n d t h e eradicat ion of this threat was even m o r e p i t i ­

ful and U b u e s q u e t h a n t h e w o r l d pa rade o f heads o f State assembled to do bat t le 

w i t h a p h a n t o m e n e m y T h e Bri t i sh m a d c o w and t h e Palestinian kamikaze b o m b e r 

are all pa r t of the same struggle, t h e n : t hey share t h e same suicidal energy, t h e same 

u n f a t h o m a b l e ha t red . A n d even t h e p r i o n i s in on it. F r o m w h a t gene t i c abyss has 

that p r o t e i n arisen? W h e r e does t h e i n t e rna t i ona l te r ror is t p lo t o r ig ina te? A n d 

w h a t i s t h e m e a n i n g o f this s e q u e n c e : t h e p r i o n infec t ing t h e cow, t h e c o w infect ­

i ng t h e m e d i a , t h e m e d i a d r i v i n g t h e masses to hyster ia - all v ic t ims of each o t h e r 

and , a t t h e same t ime , all co l l ud ing towards m a x i m u m catas t rophic effect. 

Seen f rom t h e angle of t h e serial de regu la t ion of t h e system, t h e success i s to ta l . 

W h o is h a r m e d by any of this? T h e masses finally have a d is t rac t ion f rom the i r dull 

lives a n d t h e p o w e r s - t h a t - b e have a w a y to distract a t t en t i on f rom the i r w i c k e d 

ones . H o w e v e r , t h r o u g h such events , t h e social o r d e r loses credibi l i ty by the day. 

N o t b e i n g 'pe rsona l ly ' respons ib le for a n y t h i n g (as i n t h e c o n t a m i n a t e d b l o o d 
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affair), t h e g o v e r n i n g classes are all t h e m o r e i m p o t e n t in t h e face o f t h e i n ­

d iscern ib le c o n s e q u e n c e s of t h e event . Admi t t ed ly , t hey can fight t h e s y m p t o m s -

s laughter cows or eradica te terror is ts - b u t they wil l have great p r o b l e m s b r e a k i n g 

t h e cha in o f events w h i c h has led up to this p o i n t , t h e e p i d e m i c o f c i rcumstances 

and object ive c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h have themselves c o l l u d e d in t h e ca tas t rophe . T h e 

p o w e r s - t h a t - b e u n d e r s t a n d n o t h i n g o f t h e ' pe rve r se ' processes o f virality, i n w h i c h 

even c a l m i n g and p rophylac t i c measures - t h e excess of p rophylac t ic measures -

me re ly increase t h e pan ic . A n d the re i s a n o t h e r ' pe rve r se ' variable - t h e m e d i a . 

Accused as scapecows , they protes t tha t t hey are on ly d o i n g the i r j o b . B u t i t i s p r e ­

cisely i n d o i n g t h e i r j o b ( w h i c h was, w e m i g h t r e m e m b e r , t h e excuse o f t h e 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n c a m p officials) tha t they are m o s t solidly in t h e viral l oop . 

Doub t l e s s , t h e n e x t w o r l d s u m m i t wil l be against ea r thquakes - w i t h t h e same 

success. A n d the re i s no d o u b t , e i ther , tha t this s t o r m w h i p p e d up by t h e col lus ion 

b e t w e e n a c o w and a p ro te in will e n d in a bea t i ng of butterfly w ings - tha t is to say, 

in no percep t ib le c h a n g e to t h e o r d e r o f th ings . B u t , in the m e a n w h i l e , i t wil l have 

revealed t h e secret d isorder , t h e colossal d i so rder o f o u r systems, t h e th rea t o f 

i m m i n e n t failure by w h i c h they are cons tant ly beset . Th i s a t least can be chalked up 

t o t h e event , n o t t o m e n t i o n t h e useful f ind ing tha t h u m a n l ivestock tee ters on t h e 

b r i n k of t h e same fate as m a d cows , and tha t the b ra in - sof ten ing effect o f n e w s and 

i n f o r m a t i o n i s every b i t t h e equal o f s p o n g i f o r m encepha lopa thy . A n d n o t c o u n t ­

ing , also, t h e secret de l igh t t he r e i s in pan ic , even for those w h o are p a n i c k i n g , t h e 

(aesthetic) pleasure in t h e absurd d i s p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e event , and the pleasure g e n ­

era ted by t h e i m p o t e n c e of a system g rapp l ing w i t h its o w n viruses . 

15 April 1996 
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Video , in teract ive screens, m u l t i m e d i a , t h e In t e rne t , vir tual reality — we are th rea t ­

e n e d on all sides by interactivity. W h a t was separated in the past i s n o w e v e r y w h e r e 

m e r g e d ; dis tance is abol ished in all th ings : b e t w e e n the sexes, b e t w e e n oppos i t e 

poles , b e t w e e n stage and a u d i t o r i u m , b e t w e e n t h e protagonis ts o f ac t ion , b e t w e e n 

subject and object , b e t w e e n the real and its double . A n d this confusion of t e rms , this 

coll ision of poles m e a n s that n o w h e r e — in art, mora l i ty or polit ics - is t he re n o w 

any possibility of a mora l j u d g e m e n t . W i t h the abol i t ion of dis tance — of the 'pa thos 

of d i s tance ' - eve ry th ing b e c o m e s undec idab le . A n d this i s t r u e even in the p h y s ­

ical realm: w h e n t h e receiver and the source of a transmission are t o o close together , 

a feedback effect ensues w h i c h scrambles the transmission waves; w h e n an event and 

the b roadcas t ing of that event in real t i m e are t o o close toge ther , this renders the 

event u n d e c i d a b l e and vir tual , s t r ipp ing i t o f its his tor ical d i m e n s i o n a n d r e m o v i n g 

i t f rom m e m o r y . W h e t h e r i t i s v i r tua l t e chno log ie s w h i c h create undec idab i l i ty or 

o u r u n d e c i d a b l e w o r l d w h i c h gives rise to these t echno log ie s i s itself undec idab le . 

W h e r e v e r a m i n g l i n g of this k i n d - a coll ision of poles - occu r s , t h e n t h e vital 

t ens ion is d ischarged. 

176 



S C R E E N E D O U T 

E v e n in ' real i ty ' TV, w h e r e , in t h e live te l l ing of t h e story, t h e i m m e d i a t e t e l e ­

visual a c t i n g , we see t h e c o n f u s i o n o f e x i s t e n c e a n d its d o u b l e . T h e r e i s no 

separa t ion any longer , no e m p t y space, no absence : y o u en t e r t h e screen a n d t h e 

visual image u n h i n d e r e d . You en te r y o u r life as y o u w o u l d walk on to a screen. You 

slip on y o u r o w n life like a data suit. 

U n l i k e p h o t o g r a p h y , c inema a n d pa in t ing , in w h i c h there is a scene a n d a gaze, 

t h e v i d e o i m a g e - a n d the c o m p u t e r screen - i n d u c e a k i n d of i m m e r s i o n , a sort 

of umbi l ica l re la t ion, o f ' t a c t i l e ' i n t e r ac t ion , as M c L u h a n , in his day, said of te lev i ­

s ion . A cellular , c o r p u s c u l a r i m m e r s i o n : y o u e n t e r t h e fluid subs t ance o f t h e 

i m a ge — possibly to modi fy i t — in t h e same way as sc ience infiltrates itself i n t o t h e 

g e n o m e , t h e gene t ic code , to t r ans form t h e b o d y itself by that m e a n s . You m o v e as 

y o u like, y o u m a k e o f the in teract ive i m a g e w h a t y o u will , b u t i m m e r s i o n i s t h e 

p r i ce to pay for this infini te availability, this o p e n c o m b i n a t o r i a l of e l emen t s . I t is 

t h e same w i t h t h e 'v i r tua l ' t ex t — any vi r tua l t ex t ( the I n t e r n e t , w o r d - p r o c e s s i n g ) . 

Th i s i s w o r k e d on like a c o m p u t e r - g e n e r a t e d i m a g e — s o m e t h i n g w h i c h no l o n g e r 

bears any re la t ion to t h e t r a n s c e n d e n c e of t h e gaze or of w r i t i n g . At any rate, as 

s o o n as y o u are in front of t h e screen, y o u no l o n g e r see t h e tex t as tex t , b u t as 

image . N o w , i t i s in t h e strict separa t ion of t ex t a n d screen, of t ex t and image , tha t 

w r i t i n g is an activity in its o w n r igh t — n e v e r an in t e rac t ion . 

Similarly, i t i s on ly w i t h t h e strict separa t ion of stage and a u d i t o r i u m that t h e 

spec ta tor i s a pa r t i c ipan t in h i s / h e r o w n r igh t . E v e r y t h i n g today conspires to a b o l ­

ish that separa t ion: t h e spec ta tor b e i n g b r o u g h t i n t o a user-fr iendly, in terac t ive 

i m m e r s i o n . T h e apogee o f t h e spec ta tor o r h i s / h e r end? W h e n all are ac tors , t he re 

i s no ac t ion any longer , no scene. T h e e n d o f t h e aesthet ic i l lusion. 

M a c h i n e s p r o d u c e on ly m a c h i n e s . T h i s i s increasingly t r u e as t h e v i r tua l t e c h ­

n o l o g i e s deve lop . A t a c e r t a i n level o f m a c h i n a t i o n , o f i m m e r s i o n in v i r t u a l 

machinery , there i s no longer any m a n - m a c h i n e dist inct ion: the m a c h i n e i s on b o t h 
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sides of t h e interface. Perhaps y o u are i n d e e d mere ly t h e mach ine ' s space n o w - the 

h u m a n b e i n g hav ing b e c o m e t h e v i r tua l reality o f the m a c h i n e , its m i r r o r opera tor . 

T h i s has to do w i t h the very essence o f t h e screen. T h e r e i s no ' t h r o u g h ' t h e screen 

t h e way the re i s a ' t h r o u g h ' t h e looking-glass or mi r ro r . T h e d i m e n s i o n s of t ime 

itself m e r g e t he re in ' real t i m e ' . A n d , t h e character is t ic o f any vi r tua l surface b e i n g 

first o f all to be there , to be e m p t y a n d thus capable o f b e i n g filled w i t h any th ing , 

i t i s left to y o u to e n t e r in real t i m e i n t o in terac t iv i ty w i t h the void . 

Similarly, e v e r y t h i n g w h i c h is p r o d u c e d by way of m a c h i n e s is a m a c h i n e . T h e 

texts , images , films, speech a n d p r o g r a m m e s w h i c h c o m e o u t o f c o m p u t e r s are 

m a c h i n e p roduc t s , a n d they bear t h e features o f such p roduc t s : t hey are artificially 

p a d d e d - o u t , face-lifted by the m a c h i n e ; t h e films are stuffed w i t h special effects, t he 

texts full of longueurs a n d repet i t ions d u e to the machine ' s mal ic ious will to func t ion 

at all costs ( that is its passion) , a n d t h e opera tor ' s fascinat ion w i t h this limitless p o s ­

sibility of func t ion ing . H e n c e t h e w e a r i s o m e charac te r in f i lms of all this v i o l e n c e 

a n d p o r n o g r a p h i e d sexuality, w h i c h are m e r e l y special effects o f v i o l e n c e a n d sex, 

n o l onge r even fantasized b y h u m a n s , b u t p u r e m a c h i n i c v io lence w h i c h n o l onge r 

even affects us . A n d this explains all these texts w h i c h resemble t h e w o r k of ' i n t e l ­

l igen t ' v i r tua l agents , w h o s e on ly act i s t h e act of p r o g r a m m i n g , t h e rest un fo ld ing 

on pu re ly a u t o m a t i c l ines. Th i s has n o t h i n g to do w i t h ecriture automatique, w h i c h 

played on t h e magica l t e lescop ing o f w o r d s a n d concep t s , whe rea s all we have he re 

is the au toma t i sm of p r o g r a m m i n g , an au toma t i c r u n - t h r o u g h of all t he possibilities. 

R o l l on t h e m a c h i n e des ign o f t h e body , t h e text , t he image . T h i s i s called c y b e r ­

net ics : con t ro l l i ng t h e image , t h e tex t , t h e b o d y f rom w i t h i n , as i t we re , f rom its 

m a t r i x , by p laying w i t h its c o d e or t h e gene t i c details. I t i s this p h a n t a s m of t h e 

ideal p e r f o r m a n c e o f t h e tex t o r image , t h e possibi l i ty o f c o r r e c t i n g endlessly, 

w h i c h p r o d u c e in t h e 'creative art ist ' this ver t ige o f in teract iv i ty w i t h his o w n 

objec t , a longs ide t h e anx ious ver t ige a t n o t hav ing r eached the t echno log ica l l imits 
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of his possibilit ies. In fact, i t is t he (virtual) m a c h i n e w h i c h is speak ing y o u , t h e 

m a c h i n e w h i c h i s t h i n k i n g y o u . 

A n d i s the re really any possibili ty of d i scover ing s o m e t h i n g in cyberspace? T h e 

I n t e r n e t me re ly s imulates a free m e n t a l space, a space of f r e edom and discovery. In 

fact, i t mere ly offers a mult iple , b u t convent ional , space, in w h i c h the ope ra to r in te r ­

acts w i t h k n o w n e l emen t s , p r e - e x i s t e n t sites, establ ished codes . N o t h i n g exists 

b e y o n d these search parameters . Every ques t ion has its ant ic ipated response. You are 

t h e a u t o m a t i c ques t i one r and, a t t he same t ime , t h e a u t o m a t i c answer ing dev ice o f 

t h e m a c h i n e . B o t h c o d e r and d e c o d e r — in fact y o u r o w n t e rmina l , y o u r o w n c o r ­

respondent . T h a t i s the ecstasy of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . T h e r e i s no ' O t h e r ' o u t there and 

n o f i n a l des t ina t ion . A n d s o t h e system goes o n , w i t h o u t e n d and w i t h o u t p u r p o s e . 

A n d its sole po ten t i a l i s for infinite r e p r o d u c t i o n and invo lu t ion . H e n c e t h e c o m ­

fortable ver t ige of this electronic, c o m p u t e r in te rac t ion - like t h e vert ige i n d u c e d by 

drugs . You can spend y o u r w h o l e life a t this, w i t h o u t a break. D r u g s themselves are 

on ly ever t h e perfect e x a m p l e of a crazed, c losed-c i rcu i t interactivity. 

To w i n y o u over to it, they tell y o u the c o m p u t e r i s mere ly a handier , m o r e c o m ­

p lex k i n d of t ypewr i t e r . B u t this i s n o t t r u e . T h e t y p e w r i t e r i s an ent i re ly ex te rna l 

object . T h e page flutters in t h e o p e n air, and so do I . I have a physical re la t ion to 

w r i t i n g . I t o u c h t h e b l ank or w r i t t e n page w i t h my eyes - s o m e t h i n g I c a n n o t do 

w i t h t h e screen. T h e c o m p u t e r i s a t r u e prosthesis . I am n o t me re ly in an i n t e r a c ­

tive r e l a t ion w i t h it , b u t a tact i le , i n t e r s e n s o r y re la t ion . I b e c o m e , myself, an 

ec top lasm o f the screen. A n d this, no d o u b t , explains , i n this i n c u b a t i o n o f t h e v i r ­

tual i m a g e and bra in , t he t echn ica l faults w h i c h afflict c o m p u t e r s , and w h i c h are 

like the failings of one ' s o w n body. 

On the o t h e r hand , t h e fact that iden t i ty i s t h e iden t i ty o f t h e n e t w o r k a n d neve r 

that o f individuals , t h e fact tha t p r i o r i t y i s g iven to t h e n e t w o r k ra the r t h a n to t h e 

ne twork ' s p ro tagonis t s impl ies t h e possibil i ty o f h id ing , o f d i sappea r ing in to t h e 
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in tang ib le space of t h e vir tual , so that y o u are n o t de tec tab le a n y w h e r e — even by 

yourself. T h i s resolves all p r o b l e m s of identi ty, n o t to m e n t i o n those of alterity. So, 

t h e a t t rac t ion o f all these v i r tua l m a c h i n e s no d o u b t der ives n o t so m u c h from t h e 

thirst for i n f o r m a t i o n and k n o w l e d g e as f rom t h e desire to disappear, a n d the p o s ­

sibility of dissolving onesel f i n t o a p h a n t o m conviviality. A k i n d o f ' h i g h ' , w h i c h 

takes t h e place of happiness , of obv ious happiness , by the ve ry fact tha t happiness 

no l o n g e r has any raison d'etre he re . 

Vir tual i ty c o m e s close to happiness on ly because i t surrept i t iously removes all ref­

e rence to things. I t gives you every th ing , b u t a t t he same t ime i t subtly deprives y o u 

of every th ing . T h e subject i s realized to perfect ion, b u t w h e n realized to perfect ion, 

t h e subject au tomat ica l ly b e c o m e s objec t , and pan ic sets in. 

6 May 1996 
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Just as, a m i d all t h e p o r n o g r a p h y w h i c h s u r r o u n d s us , we have lost t h e i l lusion of 

desire, so in c o n t e m p o r a r y art we have also lost t he desire for illusion. In p o r n , there 

i s no l o n g e r any r o o m for desire. After t h e o rgy and t h e l ibera t ion of all desires, we 

have m o v e d in to the transsexual, in the sense of a t ransparency of sex, i n to signs and 

images w h i c h obl i tera te t h e w h o l e secret, t h e a m b i g u i t y o f sex. Transsexual in t h e 

sense tha t sex n o w has n o t h i n g to do w i t h t h e i l lusion o f desire, b u t relates solely 

t o t h e hyper rea l i ty o f t h e image . 

So i t is w i t h art , w h i c h has also lost t h e desire for i l lusion — pre fe r r ing t h e e l e ­

v a t i o n o f e v e r y t h i n g to aes the t i c bana l i t y - a n d has c o n s e q u e n t l y b e c o m e 

t rans-aes the t ic . Fo r art , t h e o rgy o f m o d e r n i t y cons is ted in t h e exh i l a ra t ion o f 

d e c o n s t r u c t i n g the object and representa t ion . D u r i n g that pe r iod , the aesthetic i l lu­

sion was still very powerful , as is, for sex, the il lusion of desire. T h e energy of sexual 

difference, w h i c h passes i n t o all t h e figures of desire, has as its c o u n t e r p a r t in art t he 

e n e r g y o f dissocia t ion f rom reality ( C u b i s m , abs t rac t ion , Express ion i sm) , t h o u g h 

each of these c o r r e s p o n d s to a desire to p ie rce t h e secret of desire and t h e secret of 

t h e objec t . To t h e p o i n t w h e r e these t w o s t rong conf igura t ions , t h e scene o f desire 
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a n d t h e scene of i l lusion, disappear, g iv ing way to t h e same transsexual , t ransaes-

the t ic obscen i ty — t h e obscen i ty of visibility and of t h e i nexorab le t r ansparency of 

e v e r y t h i n g . In reality, t he re is no l o n g e r any p o r n o g r a p h y identif iable as such , 

because t h e essence of t h e p o r n o g r a p h i c has passed i n t o all t he t e c h n o l o g i e s of the 

visual and televisual spheres . 

B u t pe rhaps , d e e p d o w n , we are me re ly p laying o u t t h e c o m e d y o f art , a s o t h e r 

societies have played o u t t h e c o m e d y of ideology, as Italian society, for e x a m p l e 

( t h o u g h i t i s n o t the on ly o n e ) , plays o u t t h e c o m e d y of power , as we play o u t t h e 

c o m e d y o f p o r n i n t h e o b s c e n e adver t i s ing o f the images o f t h e female body. Th i s 

p e r p e t u a l str iptease, these phantas ies a sexe ouvert, this sexual b lackmai l - if it w e r e 

all t rue , i t w o u l d be g e n u i n e l y unbea rab le . B u t for tuna te ly i t i s all t o o obv ious to 

be t rue . T ranspa rency is t o o g o o d to be t r u e . As for art , i t i s t o o superficial to be 

really useless. T h e r e m u s t be an u n d e r l y i n g mystery. As w i t h a n a m o r p h o s i s , the re 

m u s t be an angle f rom w h i c h all this useless o rgy of sex and signs makes c o m p l e t e 

sense bu t , for t h e m o m e n t , we can on ly a d o p t an a t t i tude o f i ron ic indifference 

towards it. In this unrea l i ty of p o r n , this insignif icance of art , t he r e i s s o m e t h i n g of 

t h e o rde r o f an u n d e r l y i n g en igma , an i n h e r e n t mystery. An i ronic f o r m o f o u r des ­

t iny perhaps? If eve ry th ing b e c o m e s t o o obv ious to be t rue , pe rhaps t he re is still a 

c h a n c e for i l lusion. W h a t lurks b e h i n d this falsely t ransparen t wor ld? A n o t h e r sort 

of in te l l igence or a definitive l o b o t o m y ? 

( M o d e r n ) art was able to be pa r t of t h e part maudite, t he ' accursed share ' , by 

b e i n g a sort of dramat ic alternative to reality, by expressing the i r rup t ion of unreali ty 

i n t o reality. B u t w h a t can art m e a n n o w in a w o r l d that i s hyperreal is t f rom t h e 

outse t , a w o r l d that i s coo l , t ransparent , image -consc ious? W h a t can p o r n m e a n in 

a w o r l d tha t is p o r n o g r a p h i e d f rom t h e outse t? W h a t can t hey do b u t t ip us a last 

paradoxical w i n k - that of reality m o c k i n g itself in its m o s t hyperrealist ic f o rm , that 

of sex m o c k i n g itself in its m o s t exh ib i t ion i s t i c f o rm , tha t of art m o c k i n g itself and 
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its o w n d i sappearance in its m o s t artificial f o r m : irony. T h e d ic ta torsh ip of images 

is, in any event , an i ronic d ic ta torship . B u t that i rony itself i s no l o n g e r pa r t of t h e 

accursed share; i t is, ra ther , pa r ty to ins ide r - t r ad ing , to that h i d d e n , shameful c o m ­

plici ty w h i c h b inds t h e artist, p laying on h i s / h e r aura o f der i s ion , to t h e s tupefied, 

i nc r edu lous masses. Irony, t oo , is a par t of t h e art conspiracy. 

Ar t playing on its o w n disappearance and the disappearance of its object was still an 

art of great works . B u t art playing at re -cyc l ing itself indefinitely by he lp ing itself to 

reality? M o s t c o n t e m p o r a r y art is engaged in jus t this: appropr ia t ing banality, t he 

throwaway, med ioc r i ty as value and as ideology. In these innumerab le installations and 

per formances , w h a t is go ing on is mere ly a c o m p r o m i s e w i th the state of things - and 

s imul taneously w i t h all t he past forms of the his tory of art. An admission of u n o r i g -

inality, banali ty and worthlessness, elevated in to a perverse aesthetic value, if n o t 

i ndeed a perverse aesthetic pleasure. Admit tedly , it is c la imed that all this med ioc r i t y 

is subl imated in the transi t ion to the level of art, w h i c h is dis tanced and ironic. B u t i t 

is jus t as wor th less and insignificant at that level as before. Transi t ion to the aesthetic 

level rescues n o t h i n g . In fact the opposi te is t rue : i t is med ioc r i t y raised to the second 

power . It claims to be worthless: 'I'm worthless, I'm worthless!' and it really is worthless! 

We have he re t h e w h o l e dupl ic i ty o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art: laying cla im to w o r t h ­

lessness [la nullite], insignificance and n o n - m e a n i n g ; a iming for worthlessness , w h e n 

i t is already wor th less ; a i m i n g for n o n - m e a n i n g , w h e n i t already signifies n o t h i n g ; 

c la iming to achieve superficiality in superficial t e r m s . N o w , nul l i ty is a secret q u a l ­

i ty w h i c h n o t e v e r y o n e can aspire to . Ins igni f icance - t r u e ins ignif icance, t h e 

v i c t o r i o u s def iance o f m e a n i n g , t h e s t r i pp ing away o f m e a n i n g , t h e art o f t h e 

d i s appea rance of m e a n i n g — is an e x c e p t i o n a l qua l i ty possessed by a few rare 

w o r k s — w o r k s w h i c h never c la im that quality. 

T h e r e is an in i t i a tory f o r m of nullity, j u s t as t he r e is an in i t i a tory f o r m of t h e 

n o t h i n g , o r an in i t i a tory f o r m of evil. A n d t h e n the re i s ins ider - t rad ing , t h e fakers 
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of nullity, t h e s n o b b e r y o f nullity, o f all t hose w h o pros t i tu te t h e N o t h i n g for 

value, w h o pros t i tu te Evil for useful ends . We m u s t n o t let these fakers ge t away 

w i t h it. W h e n the N o t h i n g shows u p i n signs, w h e n N o t h i n g n e s s emerges a t t he 

very hear t of the system of signs, that is the fundamenta l event of art. I t is t he p rope r 

task o f p o e t r y to raise t h e N o t h i n g to t h e p o w e r o f t h e sign — n o t t h e banal i ty o r 

indifference of the real, b u t t h e radical i l lusion. In this way, W a r h o l t ru ly is a ' ze ro ' , 

i n t h e sense tha t he r e in t roduces n o t h i n g n e s s in to t h e hea r t o f t h e image . He t u rn s 

null i ty a n d insignif icance in to an even t w h i c h he t ransforms i n t o a fatal s trategy of 

t h e image . 

T h e o thers mere ly have a commerc ia l strategy of nullity, to w h i c h they give a p r o ­

m o t i o n a l f o rm , the sen t imenta l f o r m of t h e c o m m o d i t y , a s Baudela i re p u t it. T h e y 

h i d e b e h i n d the i r o w n nulli ty and the metastases o f t h e discourse on art, w h i c h 

w o r k s generous ly to p r o m o t e this null i ty as a value ( a m o n g o t h e r things , a value on 

t h e art marke t , of course) . In a sense, this is w o r s e t han n o t h i n g , because i t m e a n s 

n o t h i n g a n d yet i t exists all t he same, g iv ing itself every reason to exist. W i t h this 

paranoia co l lud ing w i t h art, t he re i s no r o o m for critical j u d g e m e n t any m o r e , bu t 

mere ly for an amicable, and inescapably convivial , par t ic ipat ion in nullity. Th i s is the 

art conspi racy and its p r ima l scene, ca r r ied forward by all t he pr ivate shows , h a n g ­

ings , e x h i b i t i o n s , r e s to ra t ions , co l l ec t ions , d o n a t i o n s and specu la t i ons . I t is a 

conspi racy w h i c h c a n n o t be ' u n h a t c h e d ' i n any k n o w n universe , since, b e h i n d the 

mystif icat ion of images , i t has p u t itself b e y o n d the reach of t h o u g h t . 

T h e o t h e r side of this t r i ckery i s t h e way p eo p l e are bluffed in to acco rd ing i m ­

p o r t a n c e and c r edence to all this , on t h e g r o u n d s that i t i s n o t possible that i t 

shou ld be so worthless and e m p t y and there m u s t be s o m e t h i n g to it. C o n t e m p o r a r y 

art plays on this uncer ta inty , on t h e impossibi l i ty of a reasoned aesthetic va lue -

j u d g e m e n t , relying on the guilt o f those w h o simply canno t unders tand , o r have n o t 

u n d e r s t o o d that there is n o t h i n g to unde r s t and . H e r e again, this is ins ider - t rad ing . 
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B u t we may also take the v iew that these people , w h o m art keeps a t bay, have indeed 

fully u n d e r s t o o d , since, by the i r very s tupefact ion, they s h o w an intui t ive u n d e r ­

s tanding that they are vic t ims of an abuse of p o w e r ; that they are n o t b e i n g let in on 

t h e rules of the game ; that the w o o l i s b e i n g pul led over the i r eyes. In o t h e r words , 

art has m a d e its en t ry in to the general process of ins ider - t rad ing (and n o t mere ly 

from the financial p o i n t o f v i e w of the art marke t , b u t in the very m a n a g e m e n t o f 

aesthetic values). In this i t is n o t a lone: the same k i n d of col lusion is to be f o u n d in 

politics, t he e c o n o m y and in fo rmat ion , w i t h t h e same i ronic res ignat ion on t h e par t 

o f the ' c o n s u m e r s ' . 

' O u r a d m i r a t i o n for pa in t i ng i s t h e c o n s e q u e n c e of a l o n g process of adap ta t ion 

w h i c h has g o n e on over cen tu r i e s , and exists for reasons w h i c h ve ry of ten have 

n o t h i n g to do e i the r w i t h art or t h e m i n d . Pa in t ing crea ted its r ecep to r . I t is, a t 

b o t t o m , a re la t ionship o f c o n v e n t i o n ' ( G o m b r o w i c z t o Dubuf fe t ) . T h e o n l y q u e s ­

t i o n is h o w such a m a c h i n e can c o n t i n u e to func t ion in a s i tua t ion of crit ical 

d is i l lus ionment and commerc i a l frenzy. A n d i f i t can, h o w l o n g will this i l lusionism, 

this occu l t i sm last? A h u n d r e d years? T w o h u n d r e d ? Wi l l art have a s econd , in 

m i n a b l e exis tence , l ike t h e secret services, w h i c h , t h o u g h w e k n o w they have l o n g 

h a d no secrets to steal or . x c h a n g e , still th r ive a m i d a supers t i t ious be l ie f in the i r 

usefulness, and c o n t i n u e to gene ra t e a m y t h o l o g y ? 

20 May 1996 
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TV F a n t a s i e s 

Television has b e e n in t h e n e w s a lot lately. I t is supposed to exist to speak to us 

a b o u t t h e w o r l d . A n d , like any self - respect ing m e d i u m , i t i s also s u p p o s e d to p u t 

events first and its o w n c o n c e r n s second . B u t for s o m e t i m e now, i t seems e i ther to 

have lost this respect for itself or to have c o m e to regard itself as t h e event . 

E v e n t h e ' G u i g n o l s ' on Cana l Plus have s tar ted to target t h e confused g o i n g s - o n 

i n t h e little w o r l d o f T V and radio , i n c l u d i n g those o n the i r o w n c h a n n e l . 3 3 N o t t o 

m e n t i o n all t he m o v e m e n t s o f star presenters , channe l heads and p r o g r a m m e d i r ec ­

tors b e t w e e n t h e different c o m p a n i e s , a n d the i n t r i g u e a n d c o r r u p t i o n w h i c h o n e 

supposes i s e n d e m i c in that j u n g l e , b u t w h i c h has n o w b e e n t ransferred to t h e 

screen a n d is served up to t h e a u d i e n c e as a TV s h o w in its o w n r igh t . 

T h e r e s e e m e d lit t le c h a n c e t h e m e d i a w o u l d escape t h e c o m p u l s i v e s y n d r o m e 

of invest igat ion, w h i t e w a s h i n g , rehabi l i ta t ion and r e p e n t a n c e t h e pol i t ical class a n d 

b i g business have b e e n g o i n g t h r o u g h for s o m e t i m e now. All fo rms o f p o w e r are 

33. Canal Plus's satirical puppet show 'Les Guignols de l ' lnfo' has been runn ing since 29 August 

1988. 
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cu r ren t ly afflicted w i t h the depressive s y n d r o m e of p o w e r - t h e jus t i f ica t ion c o m ­

p l e x w h i c h bese ts all p o w e r o n c e i t g r o w s t o excess a n d no l o n g e r has any 

representa t ive func t ion . Th i s i s t h e case w i t h pol i t ical power , and today also w i t h 

m e d i a p o w e r . I f te levis ion has b e g u n to revolve a r o u n d its o w n c o n c e r n s and to 

engage endlessly in e x a m i n i n g its o w n convuls ions , this is because i t is no l o n g e r 

capable of f inding a m e a n i n g ou ts ide itself, of ge t t i ng b e y o n d itself as a m e d i u m , 

a n d f inding its p u r p o s e : to p r o d u c e t h e w o r l d as i n f o r m a t i o n a n d give m e a n i n g to 

tha t i n f o r m a t i o n . T h r o u g h us ing and abus ing events w i t h images - to the p o i n t o f 

c o m i n g u n d e r suspicion o f c o n j u r i n g events up o u t o f n o t h i n g - te levis ion has 

b e c o m e vir tual ly d i s connec t ed f rom the w o r l d and has b e g u n to t u r n back in on its 

o w n universe like a meaningless signifier, despera te ly seek ing an e th ic to replace its 

failing credibility, a m o r a l status to replace its lack of i m a g i n a t i o n (once again, t h e 

same applies w i t h t h e pol i t ical class). 

It is at this p o i n t that it begins to b e c o m e c o r r u p t . It is chal lenged on all sides and 

incapable o f r e s p o n d i n g to t h e basic ques t ion , w h i c h i s a t t h e same t i m e t h e ma jo r 

charge levelled against it: h o w do things s tand w i t h images and the i r m e a n i n g , h o w 

do th ings s tand w i t h t h e very m y t h o f i n f o r m a t i o n and television w h i c h i s eve ry ­

w h e r e t r u m p e t e d shamelessly? W h e r e i s y o u r responsibi l i ty in all this? T h e m e d i a 

w o r l d as a w h o l e , incapable of r ep ly ing to these ques t ions , or doubt less even of 

asking t h e m , prefers to p ick a t its o w n sores, to p u t its o w n conflicts, r ivalries, 

profligacy a n d bad m a n a g e m e n t on show. B u t this is mere ly a d ivers ion. Excessive 

pay deals, settl ings of o ld scores, t h e p o l e m i c b e t w e e n publ ic service b roadcas t ing 

a n d t h e pr iva te c o m p a n i e s — all these th ings w h i c h m a k e t h e headl ines today are 

mere ly m a s k i n g the fundamen ta l fact tha t te levis ion has lost b o t h any idea of w h a t 

i t is d o i n g and t h e ability to i m a g i n e t h e real wor ld . As a result, i t is ta lk ing on ly to 

itself or to an un iden t i f i ed a u d i e n c e w h o s e role i s me re ly to p rov ide v i e w i n g f ig­

ures — w h i c h a m o u n t s to t h e same t h i n g . I t is c o n s e q u e n t l y los ing its credibi l i ty 
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w i t h the publ ic , and losing all credit in its o w n eyes. In the light of the latest go ings -

o n , i t seems i t no l o n g e r has any il lusions a b o u t its o w n pract ices . 

T h e v ice h e r e i s c i rcular i ty . T h e v ice o f t h e m e d i u m for t h e m e d i u m ' s sake, a s 

in t h e past we h a d ar t for art's sake. I t i s t h e v ice of all i n s t i t u t ions w h i c h b e g i n 

t o o p e r a t e autarkical ly, n o l o n g e r s h o w i n g any c o n c e r n for t h e i r ob j ec t o r t he i r 

func t ion . I m m e n s e b a c h e l o r m a c h i n e s w h o s e w h o l e e n e r g y goes i n t o fuell ing and 

r e p r o d u c i n g themse lves . T h i s i s o u r d i l e m m a , o n e tha t c o m e s t o u s f rom t h e 

d e p t h s o f s imu la t i on : w h a t i f t h e s ign d id n o t relate e i t h e r t o t h e ob j ec t o r t o 

m e a n i n g , b u t t o t h e p r o m o t i o n o f t h e s ign a s sign? A n d w h a t i f i n f o r m a t i o n d id 

n o t re la te e i t h e r t o t h e even t o r t h e facts, b u t t o t h e p r o m o t i o n o f i n f o r m a t i o n 

itself a s event? A n d m o r e prec ise ly today : w h a t i f t e lev i s ion no l o n g e r re la ted to 

a n y t h i n g e x c e p t itself as message? T h i s i s w h e r e M c L u h a n ' s f o r m u l a t i o n can be 

seen to be abso lu te ly br i l l iant : t h e m e d i u m has swa l lowed t h e message a n d i t i s 

th is , t h e m u l t i - m e d i u m , w h i c h i s p ro l i f e ra t ing in all d i r e c t i o n s . A n d we are, 

i n d e e d , s e e i n g t e r res t r i a l a n d cab le c h a n n e l s a n d se rv ices p ro l i f e r a t i ng w h i l e 

ac tua l p r o g r a m m e c o n t e n t i s d i s a p p e a r i n g a n d m e l t i n g away — t h e TV viewer ' s 

a lmos t i n v o l u n t a r y c h a n n e l - h o p p i n g h e r e e c h o i n g te levis ion ' s o w n obsess ion 

w i t h its o w n channe l s . 

B u t this i s n o t w h e r e the t r u e c o r r u p t i o n lies. T h e secret v ice , already p o i n t e d 

o u t by U m b e r t o E c o , lies i n t h e w a y t h e m e d i a b e c o m e self-referr ing a n d speak 

only a m o n g themselves . T h e multimedium is b e c o m i n g the intermedium. Th i s already 

p r o b l e m a t i c s i tuat ion is aggravated w h e n it is a single h y p e r m e d i u m — televis ion — 

eye ing itself. All t h e m o r e so as this t e l e - c e n t r i s m is c o m b i n e d w i t h a ve ry severe 

impl ic i t m o r a l and poli t ical j u d g e m e n t : i t impl ies tha t t h e masses basically ne i t he r 

n e e d n o r desire m e a n i n g or i n f o r m a t i o n — that all t hey ask to r is signs a n d images . 

Television provides t h e m w i t h these in great quant i t ies , r e t u r n i n g to the real wor ld , 

w i t h u t t e r - t h o u g h well- — n o u f l a g e d — c o n t e m p t , in the f o r m o f ' r e a l i t y shows ' 
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or v o x - p o p s — that is to say, in t h e f o r m of universal s e l f - c o m m e n t a r y and m o c k e d -

up scenar ios , w h e r e b o t h t h e ques t ions a n d t h e answers are ' f ixed' . 

Of course , te levis ion is n o t a lone in b e i n g con f ron ted w i t h this des t iny - this 

v ic ious circle: t h e dest iny of all t hose th ings w h i c h , no l o n g e r hav ing an object ive 

p u r p o s e , take themselves for the i r o w n ends . In so do ing , t hey escape all r e spons i ­

bility, b u t also b e c o m e b o g g e d d o w n in the i r o w n insoluble con t rad ic t ions . Th i s is, 

however , m o r e par t icular ly t h e critical s i tua t ion o f all t h e c u r r e n t m e d i a . O p i n i o n 

polls themselves are a g o o d example . T h e y have h a d the i r m o m e n t of t r u t h (as, 

i ndeed , d id te levis ion) , w h e n t hey w e r e t h e representat ive m i r r o r o f an o p i n i o n , i n 

t h e days w h e n such a t h i n g still existed, before i t b e c a m e m e r e l y a c o n d i t i o n e d 

reflex. B u t p e r p e t u a l ha rassment by o p i n i o n polls has resul ted in the i r b e i n g no 

l o n g e r a m i r r o r at all; t hey have, rather , b e c o m e a screen. A perverse e x c h a n g e has 

b e e n established b e t w e e n polls w h i c h no longe r really ask quest ions and masses w h o 

n o l o n g e r reply. O r r a the r t hey b e c o m e c u n n i n g pa r tne r s , l ike rats i n l abora to r ies 

or t h e vi ruses p u r s u e d in e x p e r i m e n t s . T h e y toy w i t h the polls a t least as m u c h as 

t h e polls toy w i t h t h e m . T h e y play a d o u b l e g a m e . I t i s no t , t h e n , tha t t h e polls are 

b o g u s o r deceitful , b u t r a the r tha t the i r ve ry success and a u t o m a t i c o p e r a t i o n have 

m a d e t h e m r a n d o m . T h e r e i s t h e same d o u b l e g a m e , t h e same pe rve r se social 

re la t ionship b e t w e e n an al l -powerful , b u t w h o l l y self-absorbed, te levis ion a n d t h e 

mass o f TV viewers , w h o are vaguely scandal ized by this mi sappropr i a t i on , n o t ju s t 

o f publ ic money , bu t o f the w h o l e value system of n e w s and in fo rmat ion . You don ' t 

n e e d to be poli t ically aware to realize that , after t h e f amous dus tb ins o f history, we 

are n o w see ing t h e dus tb ins o f i n f o r m a t i o n . N o w , i n f o r m a t i o n m a y wel l be a 

m y t h , b u t this a l ternat ive m y t h , the m o d e r n subst i tute for all o t h e r values, has b e e n 

r a m m e d d o w n o u r throats incessantly. A n d the re i s a g lar ing cont ras t b e t w e e n this 

universal m y t h and t h e actual state of affairs. T h e real ca tas t rophe of te levis ion has 

b e e n h o w deep ly i t has failed to live up to its p r o m i s e of p rov id ing i n f o r m a t i o n -
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its supposed m o d e r n funct ion. We d r e a m e d first of g iv ing p o w e r - political p o w e r -

to t h e i m a g i n a t i o n , b u t we d r e a m less a n d less of this, i f i n d e e d a t all. T h e fantasy 

t h e n shifted on to t h e m e d i a a n d i n f o r m a t i o n . At t imes we d r e a m e d (at least co l ­

lectively, even i f individual ly we c o n t i n u e d to have no illusions) o f f ind ing s o m e 

f r eedom the re — an openness , a n e w publ ic space. S u c h d reams w e r e s o o n dashed: 

t h e m e d i a t u r n e d o u t t o b e m u c h m o r e con fo rmis t a n d servile t han e x p e c t e d , a t 

t imes m o r e servile t han t h e professional pol i t ic ians . T h e latest d i sp l acemen t o f t h e 

i m a g i n a t i o n has b e e n on to t h e judic iary . Aga in this has b e e n an i l lusion, since, 

apar t f rom t h e pleas ing whi f f of scandal p r o d u c e d , this i s also d e p e n d e n t on t h e 

m e d i a o p e r a t i o n . We are g o i n g to e n d up l o o k i n g for i m a g i n a t i o n in places fur ther 

a n d fu r ther r e m o v e d f rom p o w e r - f rom any f o r m of p o w e r w h a t e v e r (and def­

ini te ly far r e m o v e d f rom cul tura l power , w h i c h has b e c o m e t h e m o s t conven t iona l 

and professional f o r m the re is). A m o n g t h e exc luded , t h e i m m i g r a n t s , t h e h o m e ­

less. B u t that wil l really take a lot of i m a g i n a t i o n because they, w h o no l o n g e r even 

have an image , are themselves t h e b y - p r o d u c t s of a w h o l e society's loss of i m ­

ag ina t ion , o f t h e loss o f any social i m a g i n a t i o n . A n d this i s i n d e e d t h e p o i n t . We 

shall s o o n see i t i s no use t r y i n g to loca te t h e i m a g i n a t i o n s o m e w h e r e . Q u i t e 

simply, because the re no l onge r i s any. T h e day this b e c o m e s pa ten t ly obv ious , the 

vague collect ive d i s a p p o i n t m e n t h a n g i n g over us today wil l b e c o m e a massive s ick­

e n i n g feeling. 

3 June 1996 



Of C o u r s e C h i r a c is U s e l e s s 

As we know, c o m p u l s o r y revelling makes t h e y e a r - e n d a severe ordeal . Even a m o n g 

those hav ing a w h a l e of a t ime , t h e spectre of a b a n d o n m e n t l o o m s . I t is precisely 

he re , in this staged e u p h o r i a , tha t t h e crucial ques t i on of t h e social b o n d arises. I s 

the h u m a n b e i n g a social be ing? N o t h i n g c o u l d be less cer ta in . A n d i t seems m u c h 

less cer ta in w h e n y o u hear the m i d n i g h t h o w l i n g , i n every t o n g u e , o f the c r o w d on 

t h e C h a m p s - E l y s e e s . B u t is t h e h u m a n b e i n g in fact a human being? T h a t is w h a t 

eve ryone seems to be t ry ing to prove to themselves w i t h all these pa the t i c y e a r - e n d 

initiatives (wha tever wil l t he e n d of t h e c e n t u r y be like?), forcing the i r excessive 

t he r apeu t i c a t t en t ions on the p o o r . T h e a t t e n t i o n i s t he rapeu t i c for t h e r i ch , o f 

course , w h o m i t rescues f rom depress ion , b u t the re i s also an excess of char i table 

zeal d i rec ted a t t he p o o r , w h i c h a t t imes a m o u n t s to harassment , as, for example , 

w h e n the home le s s are d r iven i n t o hostels against the i r wills, s o m e o f t h e m prefer­

r i n g to live a n d die non-socia l ly . T h r o u g h this h y p o c h o n d r i a c a l e m o t i o n for these 

sick m e m b e r s and organs of a socie ty w h i c h indulges all t he w h i l e in t h e fantasy 

that i t i s t h e world 's four th largest power , we are k e e n to prove to ourselves that we 

are h u m a n . I t w o u l d be n ice i f this pa thos o f a u t o m a t i c m o u r n i n g o f the C h r i s t m a s 
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hol iday p e r i o d c o u l d be swept up by t h e c u r r e n t co ld front a n d fall in stalactites of 

frozen tears on all t h e p rophe t s of o t h e r people ' s misery. 

We find t h e same icy p r e o c c u p a t i o n a t N o t r e - D a m e , w h e r e t o t h e exc lus ion o f 

t h e p o o r a n d t h e t r a n s p a r e n c y o f t h e co ld i s a d d e d t h e te levisual t r a n s p a r e n c y o f 

t h e o m n i p r e s e n t screens . Like t h e n e w Y e a r - 2 0 0 0 cr ibs , these screens are e v e r y ­

w h e r e , in all t h e naves a n d aisles — t h e p u l p i t b e i n g o c c u p i e d by t h e c a m e r a 

e q u i p m e n t . I f t h e W o r d was m a d e flesh, t h e n solid flesh today has m e l t e d i n t o t h e 

sc reen . C a r d i n a l L u s t i g e r 3 4 m i g h t s imply be a h o l o g r a m — he m i g h t n o t even be 

t h e r e - a n d t h e mass m i g h t be a k i n d of bare ly in te rac t ive C D - R o m ; a real i ty as 

v i r tua l a s t h e Vi rg in ' s I m m a c u l a t e C o n c e p t i o n . O u t s i d e , w i t h t h e q u e u e s a t t h e 

d o o r s of t h e ca thed ra l , we have a p r e f i gu ra t i on of Paradise . B u t this i s n o t a t all 

i n t e rac t ive : r a t h e r i t i s d i rec t ive a n d t h e p o l i c e are in c o n t r o l . T h e c r o w d is f un ­

n e l l e d i n t h r o u g h b a r r i e r s a n d s e a r c h e d b y t h e s e c u r i t y fo rces . Pa rad i s e i s 

over-ful l , t h e c h u r c h is sa tu ra ted - there ' s a w a i t i n g list ( there 's s o m e d a n g e r i t 

m a y be l ike this a t t h e gates o f t h e real Paradise) . Fo r t hose w h o wi l l n o t ge t in , 

t h e s o u n d i s re layed live in t h e icy w i n d . ' U n t o y o u a Sav iou r i s b o r n ' . B u t t h e 

o r ig ina l i s inaccessible . It's l ike t h e Lascaux caves. Lascaux a n d B e t h l e h e m : o n e 

s t ruggle! Pe rhaps t h e faithful c a r r y t h e h y m n i n t h e i r hear t s , t h e h y m n t o this 

o r i g ina l reality, this o r i g ina l d e s c e n t o f h u m a n i t y w h i c h t hey ca r ry t o bap t i sma l 

fonts , b u t t h e secret i s closely g u a r d e d . F o r ou t s ide , t e r r o r i s m i s on t h e p r o w l a n d 

t h e po l i ce s tand by. O n l y i n t h e s h a d o w o f a n a n t i - t e r r o r i s t c r a c k d o w n can t h e 

G o d - c h i l d b e rev ived . 

W a t c h i n g t h e pres ident ' s C h r i s t m a s message p r o d u c e s this s ame n e c r o p o l a r , 

w h i t e - m a s s sensat ion. See ing t h e v i d e o broadcas t o f t h e C h r i s t m a s service in t h e 

ca thedra l itself, w i t h these pa the t i c screens and t h e y o u n g w o r s h i p p e r s s l u m p e d 

34. Jean-Mar ie Cardinal Lustiger, Archbishop of Paris. 
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a r o u n d t h e m he re a n d there , y o u tell yourse l f tha t G o d and re l ig ion dese rved 

bet ter . D e s e r v e d to die, yes, b u t n o t this. H o w e v e r , w a t c h i n g t h e presidential figure 

a n d his s o n o r o u s inanity, y o u tell yourse l f tha t h e r e y o u go t w h a t y o u deserved . 

C h i r a c is useless — that goes w i t h o u t saying — b u t so are we all. T h e ques t i on d o e s ­

n ' t even arise w h e t h e r w e ' r e useless b e c a u s e h e is, o r t h e o t h e r w a y a r o u n d . 

Uselessness of this k i n d has no o r ig in : i t exists immedia te ly , reciprocal ly; like a 

shared secret , y o u savour i t impl ic i t ly — w i t h its w a r m bi t te rness - par t icular ly in 

these co ld snaps, as t h e very essence of t h e social b o n d . S a n c t i o n e d by tha t o t h e r 

in terac t ive uselessness — t h e uselessness of t h e screen. 

Chirac ' s uselessness c a n n o t be verified. I t c o u l d be pe rhaps , i f i t w e r e a specific 

qual i ty - o r i f he w e r e equal to himself. B u t , un l ike M i t t e r a n d , w h o t o o k h imse l f 

for M i t t e r a n d , C h i r a c doesn ' t even see h imse l f as C h i r a c . He n e i t h e r takes h imse l f 

for h imse l f n o r for a n y o n e else. He does s o m e t h i n g o r he doesn ' t . A n d i f t h e s i tu­

a t ion dictates , he does the oppos i t e . Poli t ical wil l plays no par t , for, t h e w a y t h e 

poli t ical sphere is today, i t is n o t a place of wil l or represen ta t ion . A n d h o w c o u l d 

C h i r a c start r ep re sen t ing s o m e t h i n g w h e n the re n o l o n g e r is, a m o n g t h e ' p e o p l e ' , 

any p r o f o u n d wil l o r d e m a n d t o b e represen ted? N o po in t , for example , discussing 

t h e d issolut ion of t h e Assembly w h e n i t i s t h e p e o p l e itself tha t has b e e n dissolved. 

Or w h e n t h e p e o p l e has dissolved itself a n d goes on dissolving in a p e r p e t u a l n igh t 

o f t h e fou r th o f Augus t , s u r r e n d e r i n g its pr iv i lege o f b e i n g represen ted , cance l l ing 

itself in its o w n m a s s . 3 5 

Today, as a ' p e o p l e ' , we are all wor th less and useless, w h i c h m e a n s t he re are no 

representat ives o r r ep resen ted any m o r e , b u t me re ly ' ex t ras ' . We a t t h e grass roots 

are statistical extras a n d t h e 'pol i t ic ians ' are TV extras. 

35. On 4 August 1789 the French National Assembly me t at 8 p.m. and made sweeping reforms, 
which were generally represented as put t ing an end to 'feudal' privilege. 
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Up to this p o i n t , eve ry th ing i s f ine . As B r e c h t said of t h e b e e r a n d the cigar, t h e 

fact tha t C h i r a c does n o t in h imse l f exist i s h a r m o n i o u s l y c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d by t h e 

fact tha t t h e p e o p l e no l onge r is a p e o p l e . I t is s imply t h e e n d of a f ine story, or of 

h i s to ry itself - a t h i n g w h i c h occur s , to use Rivarol ' s u n c o m p r o m i s i n g fo rmula , 

b e t w e e n revo lu t ion a n d the spectacle of revolu t ion . (Rivarol i s harsher , a rgu ing that 

doubt less t h e p e o p l e ' h a d on ly ever w a n t e d t h e spectacle of r evo lu t i on ' — b u t let us 

a t least a l low h is tory its his torical chance.) W i t h that m o m e n t past and g o n e , we no 

l o n g e r have to deal w i t h h i s to ry o r p o w e r exact ly (and, even less, w i t h seizing 

p o w e r ) , b u t w i t h t h e f i c t i o n and spectacle o f p o w e r w h i c h , for t h e e n t e r t a i n m e n t 

of t h e p e o p l e , has to feed on t h e same s imula ted events as real h i s to ry (the u n ­

dy ing — t h o u g h transparent and nostalgic - image of w h i c h still haunts imaginat ions) . 

O n l y those events — strikes, speeches , e lec t ions , assassination a t t empts - w h i c h 

are caugh t up in the i r o w n spectacle exist today. T h o s e involv ing real issues of r e p ­

resen ta t ion d o no t . 

M o r e o v e r , t h e character is t ic real events (for example , t h e t h r ee w h i c h t o p this 

year's list: paedophi l i a , u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d m a d c o w disease) are unrepresen tab le ; 

t hey are imposs ib le to p i n d o w n poli t ical ly (even u n e m p l o y m e n t seems l ike a viral 

e p i d e m i c or a s l o w - m o t i o n social collapse). H i g h l y s y m p t o m a t i c events , b u t r e p r e ­

sentat ive o f n o t h i n g wha t soever . 

W i t h o u t this — possibly v io l en t — e l e m e n t of spectacle and in t h e absence of any 

real issues, eve ry th ing goes a long smooth ly , m e r g i n g in w i t h t h e n o r m a l state o f 

polit ical affairs, w h i c h is, as we know, as flat and spongy as an e n c e p h a l o g r a m . N o w , 

i f t h e f ict ion and the pleasure of spectacle are to be preserved , a differential t ens ion 

has to be m a i n t a i n e d . As in t h e s to ry o f t h e il lusionist w h o was forced d u r i n g his 

p e r f o r m a n c e artificially to m e c h a n i z e his gestures to m a r k h imse l f off f rom the 

a u t o m a t o n at his side — an a u t o m a t o n so perfect y o u c o u l d n o t tell t he difference 

b e t w e e n m a n and m a c h i n e . N o w , this i s precisely w h a t i s h a p p e n i n g : y o u c a n n o t 
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dis t inguish C h i r a c f rom the genera l state o f th ings . He b lends in perfect ly w i t h t h e 

a u t o m a t i c nul l i ty o f t h e state o f th ings . You c a n n o t h o l d this against h i m ; y o u can 

o n l y p i t y h i m for it . T h i s i s his d e e p e s t n a t u r e - th is basic m i m i c r y , this 

R o u s s e a u i s m of a na tura l l andscape g a r d e n e r of t h e poli t ical scene. B u t , as a c o n ­

sequence , even in a z e r o - s u m g a m e , he saps all t h e passion f rom things . A n d this is 

inexcusable . E x c e p t tha t in this e x t r e m e c o r r u p t i o n — c o n n e c t e d w i t h s implic i ty — 

by w h i c h he , a useless pe r son , b e c o m e s t h e perfect m i r r o r of everyone 's uselessness, 

he m i g h t wel l give all those he (so negatively) represents t h e idea of smash ing t h e 

m i r r o r to recover a n o t h e r image — at least in the scattered fragments. A n d this m i g h t 

be ( w h o knows?) a n e w f o r m of p resence o r representa t ion , involving the dispell ing 

of this representa t ive uselessness. 

B u t w o u l d n ' t this e l imina t ion (and that of m a n y others) still be the spectacle of his 

d isappearance? N o w , that i s s o m e t h i n g C h i r a c provides , u n a i d e d , on every o c c a ­

s ion. 

7 January 1991 
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The C lone or the D e g r e e 
Xerox of t h e S p e c i e s 

Assuredly, t h e animal w o r l d still has s o m e surprises in store for us . After t h e m a d 

cow, t h e c loned sheep. Crazy C o w and Baby Dolly. A n d i t i s n o t by c h a n c e that 

t o g e t h e r they f o r m the astral t h e m e of this cen tury ' s end . We are g o i n g to be able 

t o c lone ever m o r e sheep and so m a k e m o r e and m o r e an imal feed w i t h w h i c h t o 

feed ever m o r e m a d cows . . . 

B u t t h e r e is even m o r e of a c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e t w o : c l o n i n g is itself a 

f o r m of e p i d e m i c , of c o n t a g i o n , of metastasis of t h e species — of a species in t h e 

c lu t ches o f iden t ica l r e p r o d u c t i o n a n d inf in i te p ro l i f e r a t i on , b e y o n d sex a n d 

dea th . T h e key even t h e r e i s t h e l i q u i d a t i o n of sexual r e p r o d u c t i o n and , as a 

result , of any dif ferent ia t ion of - and s ingular des t iny for - t h e l iv ing b e i n g . By 

way, paradoxical ly, o f sc ience a n d progress , we are n o w q u i t e s imply e r ad i ca t ing 

t h e grea tes t r evo lu t i on i n t h e h i s t o r y o f l iv ing be ings , t h e t r ans i t ion f rom p r o t o ­

zoan , bac te r i a l , und i f fe ren t i a t ed ce l l -d iv i s ion - t h e i m m o r t a l i t y of s ing le-ce l l 

o rgan i sms - to sexual r e p r o d u c t i o n a n d t h e ina l i enab le d e a t h of eve ry ind iv idua l 

b e i n g , a n d rep lac ing this w i t h t h e b io log ica l m o n o t o n y o f t h e ear l ier state o f 
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affairs, t h e p e r p e t u a t i o n of a m i n i m a l , und i f f e ren t i a t ed life, for w h i c h we have 

pe rhaps n e v e r s t o p p e d y e a r n i n g . 

W h a t F r e u d t e r m e d t h e dea th dr ive was s imply this d izzy ing t e m p t a t i o n t o 

r e t u r n t o ann ih i l a t ion i n t h e e te rna l r epe t i t i on o f t h e Same, t o go b a c k b e y o n d the 

biological r evo lu t ion of sex, back b e y o n d dea th . Th i s i s on to logy b e c o m e p u r e t au ­

tology, phylogenes is b e c o m e p u r e tau togenes is . W h e r e a s l iving be ings have str iven 

for h u n d r e d s of mi l l ions of years to wres t t h e same away f rom the same — to tear 

themselves free f rom this k i n d of p r imi t ive en t ropy a n d incest — we are w o r k i n g at 

t h e d i s i n f o r m a t i o n o f t h e species by cance l l ing differences a n d m a n u f a c t u r i n g 

en t ropy w i t h i n f o r m a t i o n . T h e very idea o f it! W i t h c lon ing , w e are e n g a g e d 

u p o n a crucial revis ion of t h e w h o l e evo lu t i on of l iv ing be ings , and this represents 

b o t h t h e t echn ica l a n d scientific t r i u m p h of a species and its dea th by r epe t i t i on of 

its o w n fo rmula . 

T h e p a r a d o x o f c l o n i n g i s tha t i t wi l l p r o d u c e a n d r e p r o d u c e be ings w h i c h are 

still sexed, w h e r e a s t h e sexual func t ion has b e c o m e absolu te ly useless s ince, j u s t as 

each s e g m e n t of e a r t h w o r m r e p r o d u c e s itself as a w h o l e w o r m , every cell of a 

m a n a g i n g d i r ec to r can p r o d u c e a n e w m a n a g i n g d i r ec to r (in m u c h t h e same way 

as every f r agmen t o f a h o l o g r a m can again b e c o m e t h e m a t r i x o f t h e c o m p l e t e 

h o l o g r a m ) . 

B u t this p h a n t a s m of repe t i t ion i s m e r e l y o n e side o f the b iogene t i c en te rp r i se : 

t h e o t h e r i s pe r fec t ion . For cen tu r i e s , in t h e theo logica l deba te on r e su r rec t ion , 

there was specula t ion as to w h i c h b o d y w o u l d be resuscitated. W o u l d i t be the b o d y 

in t h e full flush of y o u t h , the r egene ra t ed , t ransf igured body, or the old , sick one? 

Th i s same deba te n o w c o m e s b a c k to us in a b io - indus t r i a l vers ion , for i t is clear 

tha t i t w o n ' t be t h e sheep w i t h staggers o r t h e Afr ican w i t h A I D S that will be 

c loned . I t is obv ious tha t c lon ing , if i t is to develop , wil l be au tomat ica l ly d i s c r i m ­

ina to ry — far m o r e t h a n natura l se lect ion ever was. In this way i t will c o n n e c t w i t h 
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that o t h e r phan ta sm unde r ly ing the w h o l e gene t ic project (the w h o l e technical p r o ­

j e c t in genera l ) : t he p h a n t a s m of per fec t ing t h e ideal fo rmula for t h e species so that 

n o t h i n g remains b u t t o r e p r o d u c e it. B u t we have to l o o k a t w h a t ' ideal ' a n d ' p e r ­

f ec t ion ' m e a n he r e . T h e y assume a n u n r e l e n t i n g se lec t ion i n t e r m s o f a g r e e d 

m o d e l s o f race, hea l th , p e r f o r m a n c e and ' in te l l igence ' (defined by opera t iona l q u o ­

t ients) . N o w , this does n o t raise t o o m a n y p r o b l e m s w h e r e t ransgenic ma ize o r 

b u t c h e r s ' m e a t are c o n c e r n e d , w h e r e pe r fec t ion is a ques t i on of w h a t is best to eat. 

A n d i t does , pe rhaps , pose no p r o b l e m s for G o d , since He i s the ( d i s ) e m b o d i m e n t 

o f pe r fec t ion . B u t w h e r e the h u m a n species a n d o t h e r c o m p l e x be ings are c o n ­

c e r n e d , the p r o b l e m is insoluble . Biologically, however , i t will be resolved in t e r m s 

of t h e weakes t fo rmula , tha t i s to say, in t e r m s of perfect normal i ty , u n e r r i n g a d a p ­

ta t ion , e rad ica t ion of all a n o m a l o u s (or useless) character is t ics a n d genes , a n d thus , 

ult imately, in t e r m s of funct ional a n d statistical per fec t ion . A n d in this way, we shall 

m e e t t h e same fate as animals (it i s on ly jus t i ce that we shou ld ) . I m m o r t a l i t y and 

pe r fec t ion ach ieved t h r o u g h gene t i c e n g i n e e r i n g and c l o n i n g wil l on ly ever be t h e 

i m m o r t a l i t y a n d pe r f ec t ion o f t h e average fo rmula , o f the ' m e d i o c r i t y ' o f t h e 

species raised to a h i g h e r power . 

All this v i r tua l eugen ics m i g h t pe rhaps be just if ied, a t a p i n c h , i f t h e a im w e r e to 

create a ' h i g h e r race ' (a h i g h e r level of c o m p l e x i t y ) . B u t all m a n i p u l a t i o n i n t e n d e d 

to b r i n g t h e species closer to n o r m a l pe r fec t ion - or, in o t h e r w o r d s , statistical 

m e d i o c r i t y — is t h o r o u g h l y abject . Unless t he r e is he re , pe rhaps , s o m e obscure 

desire to obl i terate the specificity of the species by gene t ic confusion, to c h a n g e t h e 

rules o f t h e g a m e a t t h e risk o f c o m i n g to grief. In w h i c h case, t he r e can be no 

objec t ion: h u m a n beings have always d o n e this in the symbol ic order , n o w they will 

do i t in the b io logica l order . T h e r e is, however , an appreciable difference in a c t u ­

ally ca r ry ing o u t t h e b io logica l deed , w h e n this fated charac te r o f t h e Same, w h i c h 

up t o n o w was mere ly m e n t a l o r metaphysica l , b e c o m e s mater ia l ly insc r ibed i n o u r 
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cells, and w h e n science itself b e c o m e s a 'fatal s t rategy' . E v e r y o n e m a y at s o m e t i m e 

have d reamt of dupl ica t ing or mul t ip ly ing himself to perfect ion, b u t this is, precisely, 

a fantasy: i t i s des t royed w h e n y o u a t t e m p t to force reali ty to c o n f o r m to it. 

E v e r y t h i n g - Utopias, t ransparency, pe r fec t ion - b e c o m e s ter r i fy ing as s o o n as it is 

t u r n e d i n t o a reality. 

D N A itself, t ha t meta-s tab i l i zed fo rmula for life, i s pe rhaps mere ly an average 

fo rmula , w h i c h has on ly m a n a g e d to universal ize itself on t h e basis of a statistical 

o u t c o m e — that is to say, a lowest c o m m o n d e n o m i n a t o r . Singular i ty b e i n g , by def­

in i t ion , w h a t can neve r be r e p r o d u c e d , all tha t can be r e p r o d u c e d to infini ty can 

on ly ever be o f ve ry l o w def in i t ion . 

M u l t i p l i c a t i o n i s pos i t ive o n l y in o u r sys tem o f a c c u m u l a t i o n . In t h e s y m b o l i c 

o rder , i t i s e q u i v a l e n t to s u b t r a c t i o n . I f five m e n pu l l on a r o p e , t h e force t h e y 

exe r t is a d d e d t o g e t h e r . By con t ras t , i f an i n d i v i d u a l dies , his d e a t h is a c o n s i d ­

e rab l e e v e n t , w h e r e a s i f a t h o u s a n d i n d i v i d u a l s d ie , t h e d e a t h of e a c h i s a 

t h o u s a n d t imes less i m p o r t a n t . E a c h of t w o t w i n s , b e c a u s e he has a d o u b l e , i s 

u l t ima te ly j u s t ha l f an ind iv idua l - i f y o u c l o n e h i m to infinity, his va lue b e c o m e s 

equa l t o zero . 

Th i s i s already visible he r e and n o w in t h e social register, w h e r e w h a t t h e system 

p r o d u c e s and r ep roduces are vir tual ly m a t c h i n g be ings , be ings subst i tu table for 

each o the r , already men ta l ly c loned . In t h e end , this w h o l e c l o n i n g business i s n o t 

so ve ry n e w ; we have e x p e r i e n c e of i t in all areas of life - in te l lec tual , cul tura l a n d 

opera t iona l , n o t t o m e n t i o n t h e fields o f w o r k a n d technology , w h e r e t h e sys tem 

l o n g s ince t r a ined us to be c lones of ourselves or of each o ther . C l o n i n g , t h e ecrit-

ure automatique of ' r e a d y - m a d e ' individuals and the i r ident i f ica t ion w i t h a m i n i m a l 

fo rmula (their m e n t a l , behav iou ra l code ) , the i r u n t h i n k i n g insc r ip t ion in t h e o p e r ­

at ional n e t w o r k s — all these th ings are already largely achieved . T h e c lones are 

already the re ; t h e v i r tua l be ings are already the re . We are all repl icants! We are so 
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in t h e sense that , as in Blade Runner, it is already a lmost impossible to dis t inguish 

p roper ly h u m a n b e h a v i o u r from its p ro jec t ion on t h e screen, f rom its d o u b l e in t h e 

image a n d its c o m p u t e r i z e d prostheses . 

Th i s is t h e case in a n u m b e r of fields. We are familiar w i t h t h e replica of the 

Lascaux cave and w i t h R i c h a r d B o h r i n g e r ' s c inemat i c d o u b l e . 3 6 B u t isn't E u r o p e 

itself, as i t is b e i n g d e v e l o p e d f rom t h e t o p d o w n , a vi r tual , artificially c l o n e d 

ent i ty? A n d isn't v i r tua l reality as a w h o l e an i m m e n s e c l o n i n g of t h e so-cal led real 

wor ld? 

Admi t ted ly , w i t h c lon ing , we are dea l ing w i t h an infinitely m o r e subtle a n d a r t i ­

ficial prosthesis t han any m e c h a n i c a l o n e . T h e gene t i c c o d e , subs t i tu t ing for t h e 

fa ther a n d t h e m o t h e r , b e c o m e s t h e t r u e universal m a t r i x , t h e ind iv idua l b e i n g 

n o w on ly t h e cance rous metastasis o f his basic fo rmula . Such i s t h e incred ib le v i o ­

l e n c e of gene t i c s imula t ion . B u t this is, a t b o t t o m , mere ly t h e final phase of a 

process o u r m o d e r n t e c h n o l o g i e s have s imply s p e e d e d u p : t h e process o f a n ideal 

c o u n t e r f e i t i n g o f t h e wor ld , all ied t o t h e p h a n t a s m o f an i m m o r t a l r e c u r r e n c e . I n 

o t h e r w o r d s , t h e perfect c r i m e : t h e w o r k o f f inishing off t h e w o r l d , for w h i c h w e 

n o w have to u n d e r g o a process of m o u r n i n g . A r e c u r r e n c e w h i c h i s t h e exac t 

oppos i t e o f Nie tzsche ' s E t e r n a l R e t u r n (of t h e Same) . T h a t a s sumed tha t th ings 

w e r e c a u g h t in a necessary, fatal c o n c a t e n a t i o n w h i c h e x c e e d e d t h e m . N o t h i n g o f 

t h e k i n d applies today, w h e r e t hey are c a u g h t in a con t igu i ty r u n n i n g off, w i t h no 

great c o n s e q u e n c e , to infinity. Today's E te rna l R e t u r n is the r e t u r n of the infinitely 

small, t h e fractal — t h e obsessive r e p e t i t i o n of th ings on a m i c r o s c o p i c , i n h u m a n 

36. Bohr inge r was the first French actor to provide a voice for a virtual reality ' doub le ' of 
himself. This virtual ' c lone ' starred as Dr. N e m o in 20,000 licues au-dela du reel (20,000 Leagues 
beyond the Real ) , a documen ta ry p roduced by the Ci te des Sciences et de l ' lndustr ie de La 
Villette. 
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scale. I t i s no l o n g e r t h e exa l t a t ion of a wil l , n o r t h e sovere ign af f i rmat ion of an 

event , a ' b e c o m i n g ' , and its c o n s e c r a t i o n by an i m m u t a b l e sign, as N i e t z s c h e h a d 

it. I t i s t h e viral r e c u r r e n c e of mic ro -p roces se s , w h i c h is equal ly ine luc tab le , b u t 

w h i c h no power fu l sign b r ings alive i n o u r i m a g i n a t i o n s . 

T h i s i s w h y n o n e o f t h e ethics c o m m i t t e e s wil l c h a n g e any th ing . W i t h all the i r 

g o o d i n t en t i ons , t hey are m e r e l y t h e express ion o f o u r bad consc i ence a b o u t t h e 

irresistible a n d fundamenta l ly i m m o r a l d e v e l o p m e n t of o u r sciences — a d e v e l o p ­

m e n t w h i c h has b r o u g h t u s t o this p o i n t and to w h i c h we secretly consen t , w h i l e 

s u p p l e m e n t i n g that consen t w i t h the m o r a l del ights o f r e p e n t a n c e . 

Let us say, to conso le ourselves, that t h e c loned t w i n will never be the same as his 

' bege t t e r ' , tha t he will neve r be 'as t u r n e d i n t o h imse l f by t h e gene t i c c o d e ' , 3 7 

because t h o u s a n d s of c o m p l i c a t i n g factors will m a k e h i m a different b e i n g in spite 

of eve ry th ing , b u t also because the re wil l have b e e n a n o t h e r before h i m — w h i c h is 

n o t t h e case w i t h t h e or ig ina l . 

A n d in fact t h e c l o n e can be seen — this is t h e pos i t ive s ide of r e p e t i t i o n - as 

t h e p a r o d y o f t h e o r i g ina l , a s its i ron ic , g r o t e s q u e ve r s ion , t h e w a y N a p o l e o n III 

was , i n M a r x ' s v iew, t h e g r o t e s q u e d o u b l e o f N a p o l e o n I . O n e can i m a g i n e all 

k inds of n e w - s t y l e conflicts ar is ing f rom this . S u c h as the fu ture c lone d o i n g away 

w i t h his ' f a the r ' , n o t i n o r d e r t o sleep w i t h his m o t h e r ( s o m e t h i n g w h i c h i s n o w 

imposs ib le ) , b u t so as to r ecove r his s tatus as o r i g i n a l a n d his exc lus ive ident i ty . 

Like t h e final s c e n e of Jurassic Park, w h e r e t h e l iv ing d inosau r s , all c l o n e d f rom 

fossilized D N A , b u r s t i n t o t h e d i n o s a u r m u s e u m a n d w r e a k havoc a m o n g t h e i r 

ances to r s be fo re b e i n g themse lves e x t e r m i n a t e d . O r , a l ternat ively , t h e d i squa l i ­

fied o r i g i n a l t a k i n g r e v e n g e o n his c l o n e . Fo r w h a t b e c o m e s o f t h e h u m a n b e i n g 

37. In the original French text here, Baudrillard is playing on the first line of Mallarme's 
Tombcau d'Edgar Poe: 'Tel qu ' en Lu i -meme enfin l 'eternite le change ' . 
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w h e n he is p u s h e d o u t by his o w n c l o n e a n d r e n d e r e d useless? A reserve? A relic? 

A fossil? A fetish? An ar t ob jec t? T h e r e i s no i m m e d i a t e e n d in s ight to t h e c o n ­

flict b e t w e e n t h e o r i g i n a l a n d its d o u b l e , t h e clash b e t w e e n t h e real a n d t h e 

v i r t ua l . 

17 March 1997 

202 



Exorc ism in P o l i t i c s or t h e 
C o n s p i r a c y of I m b e c i l e s 

T w o s i tuat ions , each equal ly crit ical a n d i rresolvable: t h e wor th lessness o f c o n t e m ­

p o r a r y art; pol i t ical i m p o t e n c e in t h e face of Le Pen . T h e r e i s a t r ade-of f b e t w e e n 

t h e t w o a n d a reso lu t ion by transfusion: powerlessness to m o u n t any poli t ical o p ­

pos i t i on to Le P e n i s displaced on to t h e te r ra in o f cu l tu re a n d t h e cul tura l H o l y 

Al l iance. So, w h e n i t c o m e s to q u e s t i o n i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y art, this can be t h e 

p r o d u c t on ly of r eac t iona ry a n d i r ra t iona l - i f n o t , i ndeed , fascistic - t h i n k i n g . 

H o w can o n e c o u n t e r this respectful conspi racy of imbeciles? Sadly, n o t h i n g can 

cor rec t this m e c h a n i s m of intel lectual pervers ion , since i t is inspired by bad c o n ­

science and the i m p o t e n c e o f o u r ' d e m o c r a t i c ' elites to resolve b o t h the impasse o f 

art and t h e political impasse of the s truggle against t h e Fron t Na t iona l . T h e easiest 

solut ion i s to m e r g e the t w o prob lems in the same mora l i z ing v i tupera t ion . T h e real 

ques t ion t h e n b e c o m e s : can o n e n o t ' o p e n u p ' t h e issue in s o m e way, suggest s o m e ­

th ing unusual , irreverent, unconven t iona l or paradoxical w i t h o u t automatical ly be ing 

seen as c o m i n g f rom the e x t r e m e R i g h t (wh ich is, i t mus t be said, a h o m a g e paid to 

the e x t r e m e R i g h t ) ? W h y has eve ry th ing mora l , conven t iona l and conformis t -

things w h i c h were tradit ionally on the R i g h t — n o w g o n e over to the Left? 
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A painful revision. W h e r e a s t h e R i g h t e m b o d i e d m o r a l values a n d the Left, by 

cont ras t , a cer ta in c o n t r a d i c t o r y his tor ical and poli t ical resolve, t h e Left today, 

s t r ipped of all poli t ical energy, has b e c o m e a p u r e c o u r t of mora l i ty — t h e e m ­

b o d i m e n t o f universal values, t h e c h a m p i o n o f t h e re ign o f V i r t u e and u p h o l d e r o f 

t h e an t i qua t ed values of the G o o d a n d t h e T r u e — a c o u r t before w h i c h e v e r y o n e 

is answerable b u t itself. T h e poli t ical i l lusion of t h e Left, deep - f rozen for t w e n t y 

years spent in oppos i t i on , has t u r n e d ou t , on the Left's ga in ing power , to be p r e g ­

n a n t n o t w i t h t h e m e a n i n g o f history, b u t w i t h a mora l i t y o f history. W i t h a 

mora l i t y o f T r u t h , R i g h t and g o o d consc i ence — t h e deg ree zero o f poli t ics a n d 

even , we m a y safely say, t h e lowest p o i n t o f t h e genea logy of mora l s . Th i s m o r a l -

izat ion of values in w h i c h t h e his tor ical t r u t h of a par t icu lar event , t he aesthet ic 

quali ty of a w o r k of art or the scientific p e r t i n e n c e of a par t icular hypothes is can be 

j u d g e d on ly in m o r a l t e rms , i s t h e his tor ical defeat of t h e Left (and of t h o u g h t ) . 

E v e n reality, t h e reality p r inc ip le , is an art icle of faith. Q u e s t i o n t h e reality of a w a r 

a n d you ' l l be c o n d e m n e d for be t r ay ing t h e m o r a l law. 

W i t h t h e Left as l ack ing in poli t ical vitality as t h e R i g h t , w h e r e has polit ics 

m o v e d to? T h e answer i s s imple: on t o t h e g r o u n d o f t h e e x t r e m e R i g h t . As B r u n o 

La tou r p u t i t very well in Le Monde, t he on ly pe r son ta lking politics in France today 

is Le Pen . All t he o thers are talking moral i ty or civics; they sound like school teachers 

o r ins t ruc tors , manage r s o r p r o g r a m m e r s . Le Pen , c o m m i t t e d to evil and i m m o r a l ­

ity, snaffles all t he poli t ical stakes, scoops up all tha t has b e e n cast aside or posit ively 

repressed by the politics o f G o o d and E n l i g h t e n m e n t . T h e m o r e the mora l coali t ion 

ha rdens against h i m - a m a r k of poli t ical i m p o t e n c e - t h e m o r e poli t ical capital he 

makes o u t o f immoral i ty , o u t o f b e i n g the on ly o n e on t h e side o f evil. W h e n , i n 

t h e past, t he R i g h t w e n t over to de fend ing mora l values and t h e established order , 

t h e Left d id n o t hesi tate to defy those same m o r a l values in t h e n a m e of polit ical 

ones . It is itself today the v ic t im of such a slide, of such a dere l ic t ion: w i t h the Left 
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over taken by mora l i sm, the repressed poli t ical ene rgy necessari ly crystallizes else­

w h e r e - in t h e e n e m y camp. A n d so t h e Left, by e m b o d y i n g t h e re ign of V i r t u e , 

w h i c h is also the re ign of the greatest hypocrisy, can on ly fuel Vice . 

I f Le P e n d idn ' t exist, he 'd have to be inven ted . He i t is w h o delivers us from a 

w h o l e evil side of ourselves, f rom the qu in tessence of all tha t is wors t in us. For this 

we shou ld r ight ly ana themat i ze h i m . B u t i f he disappeared, w o e be t ide us, exposed 

to all o u r racist, sexist and nat ional is t viruses (we all have t h e m ) or, qu i t e simply, to 

t h e m u r d e r o u s negat iv i ty of social be ing . In this respect he i s t h e m i r r o r of t h e 

political class, w h o use h i m to exorcize the i r o w n evils, jus t as we use t h e m to e x o r ­

cize all t h e c o r r u p t i o n i n h e r e n t in the o p e r a t i o n o f society. T h e same c o r r u p t i n g 

func t ion , t h e same cathar t ic func t ion . T h e desire to roo t all this ou t , t h e desire to 

pur i fy socie ty and mora l i ze publ ic life, to l iqu ida te all tha t represents evil, shows a 

total m i s c o n c e p t i o n o f the m e c h a n i s m s o f evil, and thus o f t h e very f o r m o f t h e 

poli t ical . 

T h e a n t i - L e P e n forces, e m p l o y i n g tact ics o f un i l a te ra l c o n d e m n a t i o n a n d 

s h o w i n g no a p p r e c i a t i o n o f this revers ibi l i ty o f evil , have en t i re ly a b a n d o n e d its 

use to Le P e n himself . As a resul t he is, by his v e r y e x c l u s i o n , in an i m p r e g n a b l e 

pos i t i on . T h e pol i t ica l class, b y s t i gma t i z ing h i m i n t h e n a m e o f V i r t u e , p u t s h i m 

in t h e m o s t comfo r t ab l e o f s i tuat ions , w h e r e all he has to do i s sweep up t h e s y m ­

b o l i c c h a r g e o f a m b i v a l e n c e , o f r e j e c t i o n o f evi l a n d h y p o c r i s y w h i c h his 

r i g h t e o u s adversar ies ob l ig ing ly p r o d u c e for h i m — a lmos t as i f t hey w e r e in his 

pay. H e d raws his e n e r g y f rom his e n e m i e s themse lves , w h o rush t o t u r n his o w n 

mis takes t o his advan tage . T h e y have n o t u n d e r s t o o d tha t g o o d i s n e v e r t h e 

p r o d u c t o f r o o t i n g o u t evil, w h i c h always exacts a g l o r i o u s r evenge , b u t o f subt ly 

t r e a t i ng evil w i t h evil . 

Le Pen is, t h e n , t h e e m b o d i m e n t o f s tupid i ty a n d wor th lessness , admit tedly , b u t 

o f the s tupidi ty and worthlessness o f the o the r s , o f those w h o , i n d e n o u n c i n g h i m , 
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d e n o u n c e the i r o w n i m p o t e n c e a n d stupidity, s imul taneous ly reveal ing the a b ­

surdi ty o f f i gh t ing h i m h e a d on w i t h o u t any u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f this diabolical g a m e 

of musical chairs - thus , in a terr i fying lack of lucidity, feeding up the i r o w n p h a n ­

t o m s , the i r o w n negat ive doub les . 

W h a t gove rns this perverse effect by w h i c h t h e Left i s s tuck in d e n u n c i a t i o n , 

w h i l e Le Pen retains an exclusive h o l d on enunc ia t i on — w i t h t h e o n e profi t ing fully 

from his c r i m e and t h e o t h e r harves t ing all t h e negative effects of r ec r imina t ion , the 

o n e de l i gh t i ng i n evil and t h e o t h e r b e c o m i n g e n t a n g l e d i n v i c t i m h o o d ? T h e 

answer is a s imple t r u t h : by con f in ing Le P e n to a ghe t t o , t h e d e m o c r a t i c Left has 

wal led itself u p ; i t po in t s to itself as t h e d i s c r im ina to ry p o w e r a n d exiles itself in its 

obsession. I t au tomat ica l ly cedes t h e o t h e r party 's c la im of a denial of jus t i ce . A n d 

Le P e n does n o t shy f rom appea l ing to R e p u b l i c a n legality for his o w n advantage . 

A b o v e all, however , he cloaks h imse l f in t h e illegal, imaginary , b u t very p r o f o u n d 

pres t ige of t h e p e r s e c u t e d — so wel l , i n d e e d , that he can enjoy t h e benefi ts b o t h of 

legality a n d illegality. F r o m this os t racism he derives a f r e e d o m of l anguage and a 

bo ldness o f j u d g e m e n t w h i c h t h e Left den ies itself. 

An e x a m p l e o f t h e magica l t h i n k i n g w h i c h c u r r e n t l y does service for pol i t ical 

t h o u g h t : Le P e n is c r i t i c ized for re jec t ing a n d e x c l u d i n g i m m i g r a n t s , b u t this is as 

n o t h i n g c o m p a r e d w i t h t h e process o f social exc lus ion w h i c h i s g o i n g forward a t 

all levels of socie ty (exclus ion itself, t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 'social f rac ture ' , f o u n d 

itself e x c l u d e d by the decree dissolving t h e N a t i o n a l Assembly) . A n d this c o m p l e x , 

i nex t r i cab le process of col lect ive responsibi l i ty is o n e we are all accessories to , and 

v ic t ims of. I t is, the re fore , typical ly mag ica l t h i n k i n g to seek to w a r d off this 

v i ru s w h i c h i s s p r e a d i n g e v e r y w h e r e as an effect o f o u r social a n d t e c h n i c a l 

'p rogress ' ; t o exorc i ze this curse o f exc lus ion a n d o u r i m p o t e n c e in t h e face o f i t 

by ves t ing i t in o n e execrable m a n , ins t i tu t ion o r g roup , w h o e v e r o r w h a t e v e r they 

m a y b e ; to t reat i t as a c anke r tha t c o u l d s imply be surgically r e m o v e d , w h e n t h e 
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s e c o n d a r y infec t ions have already spread to all par t s . T h e F r o n t N a t i o n a l i s m e r e l y 

fo l lowing t h e pa ths b e a t e n by these s econda r i e s — pa ths b e a t e n w i t h all t h e m o r e 

v i r u l e n c e for t h e fact tha t we bel ieve we have e l im ina t ed t h e t u m o u r , a n d so, as a 

result, t h e g e r m s spread in to t h e w h o l e o rgan ism. N o t t o m e n t i o n that this magica l 

p r o j e c t i o n w h e r e t h e F r o n t N a t i o n a l i s c o n c e r n e d does to i t precisely w h a t i t does 

t o i m m i g r a n t s . W e m u s t b e w a r e o f this ruse o f c o n t a m i n a t i o n i n w h i c h , b y shee r 

t r ansparence of evil, t h e posi t ive changes in to a negat ive vi rus , and t h e d e m a n d for 

l ibe r ty i n t o ' d e m o c r a t i c de spo t i sm ' . As ever, we see h e r e tha t reversibility, tha t 

subt le co i l ing and w i n d i n g , of evil w h i c h catches ra t ional in te l l igence off its gua rd 

( w h e n t h e w h o l e o f m o d e r n p a t h o l o g y teaches u s so m u c h a b o u t this a t t h e level 

o f t h e physical body , we pay no h e e d t o i t w h e r e t h e social b o d y i s c o n c e r n e d ) . 

To r e m a i n w i t h polit ics, we mus t avoid ideo logy and see th ings in t e r m s of social 

physics. O u r d e m o c r a t i c socie ty is t h e stasis and Le P e n t h e metastasis. Soc ie ty as a 

w h o l e i s d y i n g of iner t ia and i m m u n o d e f i c i e n c y . Le P e n is t h e visible t r ansc r ip t ion 

of this viral state, its spectacular p ro j ec t ion . T h i n g s he re are as they are in d reams : 

he is t h e bu r l e sque , ha l luc ina to ry f igurat ion of this la tent state, of this silent iner t ia 

m a d e up in equa l measu re o f enforced i n t e g r a t i o n a n d systematic exc lus ion . Since , 

in this society, t h e h o p e of r e d u c i n g social inequa l i ty has (almost) definit ively d i s ­

appeared , we shou ld n o t be surpr i sed to see t h e r e s e n t m e n t shifted on to race 

inequal i ty . T h e b a n k r u p t c y of the social pro jec t i s responsible for t h e successful r e -

e m e r g e n c e of race (and of all t h e o t h e r fo rms of fatal strategies). In this sense, Le 

P e n is t h e on ly 'unofficial ' analyser of this society. T h e fact that the analysis is on t h e 

e x t r e m e R i g h t is mere ly a sad c o n s e q u e n c e of t h e fact that t he r e is no such analyst 

on t h e Left o r t h e far Left. A n d cer ta inly n o n e i s to be f o u n d a m o n g t h e j u d g e s o r 

t h e intellectuals. O n l y immigran t s , a t t h e oppos i te ex t r eme , m i g h t also be in a p o s i ­

t i o n to analyse w h a t i s g o i n g o n , b u t a cer ta in f o r m of ' r i gh t t h i n k i n g ' has largely 

taken t h e m over. Le Pen i s t h e on ly o n e radically to m i n i m i z e t h e Right—Left 
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dis t inc t ion — admit tedly , because i t i s of little i m p o r t a n c e to h i m , b u t t h e u n c o m ­

p r o m i s i n g c r i t i q u e o f tha t d i s t i n c t i o n m a d e s ince t h e 1960s a n d i n 1 9 6 8 has 

u n f o r t u n a t e l y d isappeared f rom poli t ical life. He benefi ts , t h e n , f rom a de facto sit­

u a t i o n t h e pol i t ical class refuses to face up to ( indeed , t hey do all t hey can to mask 

i t w i t h e lect ions) , b u t o n e day t h e e x t r e m e c o n s e q u e n c e s of tha t s i tuat ion wil l have 

to be d r a w n . If, o n e day, polit ical i m a g i n a t i o n , poli t ical will and resolve have s o m e 

o p p o r t u n i t y to b o u n c e back , they wil l do so on ly on t h e basis o f t h e radical abo l i ­

t i o n of this fossilized d is t inc t ion w h i c h has, over t h e decades , revealed itself to be 

an e m p t y sham, and w h i c h on ly ho lds up n o w by c o r r u p t col lus ion . I t i s a d i s t inc­

t i o n w h i c h has van i shed in reality, b u t w h i c h , by s o m e incurab le revis ionism, i s 

cons tan t ly b e i n g revived, the reby m a k i n g L e P e n t h e bege t t e r o f t h e o n l y n e w 

poli t ical scene . I t i s as t h o u g h e v e r y o n e w e r e involved in s c u p p e r i n g w h a t r emains 

of democracy , doubt less to give t h e retrospect ive i l lusion that i t o n c e existed. M a n y 

th ings t o d a y have no o t h e r ex i s t ence t h a n this s t ag ing o f t he i r d i sappearance . 

P r o v i n g tha t they exis ted by a p r e m a t u r e act o f m o u r n i n g , Le P e n he re b e i n g the 

agen t o f tha t w o r k o f m o u r n i n g a n d t h e m a n ca r ry ing o u t t h e ' con t r ac t ' . 

I s the re s o m e chance of d r a w i n g the c o n s e q u e n c e s of this e x t r e m e (but or iginal) 

s i tua t ion o t h e r t han t h r o u g h t h e ha l luc ina to ry m e d i u m of Le P e n — tha t i s to say, 

o t h e r t han by a magica l con ju ra t ion w h i c h saps all energies? H o w are we to avoid 

s u c c u m b i n g to this viral excrescence o f o u r o w n d e m o n s , o t h e r t han by g o i n g back, 

b e y o n d poli t ical m o r a l i s m and d e m o c r a t i c revis ionism, to tha t unofficial analysis 

w h i c h Le P e n a n d t h e F ron t N a t i o n a l have in a sense sna tched f rom us? 

7 May 1997 

9 

208 


