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THE PRECESSION OF
SIMULACRA

Jean Baudrillard

‘T'he simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth — it is the truth which conceals
that there 1s none.
. The simulacrum is true. (Ecclestastes)

If we were able to take as the finest allegory of simulation the Borges tale where the

“gartographers of the Empire draw up a map so detailed that it ends up exactly cover-
ing the territory (but where the decline of the Empire sees this map become frayed
and finally ruined, a few shreds still discernible in the deserts — the metaphysical beauty
uf this ruined abstraction, bearing witness to an Imperial pride and rotting like a carcass,
returning to the substance of the soil, rather as an ageing double ends up being con-
fused with the real thing) — then this fable has come full circle for us, and now has
‘nothing but the discreet charm of second-order simulacra.’

Abstraction today is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror or the concept.
Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a substance. It is the
generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory no
longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth, it is the map that precedes
;,the territory — PRECESSION OF SIMULACRA - it is the map that engenders the
territory, and if we were to revive the fable today, it would be the territory whose shreds
are slowly rotting across the map. It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges sub-

_sist here and there, in the deserts which are no longer those of the Empire, but our
“own. The desert of the real itself.

~In fact, even inverted, the fable is useless. Perhaps only the allegory of the Empire
- remains. For it is with the same Imperialism that present-day simulators try to make
the real, all the real, coincide with their simulation models. But it is no longer a ques-
" tion of either maps or territory. Something has disappeared: the sovereign difference
between them that was the abstraction’s charm. For it is the difference which forms
the poetry of the map and the charm of the territory, the magic of the concept and
the charm of the real. This representational imaginary, which both culminates in
~and is engulfed by the cartographer’s mad project of an ideal coextensivity between
~the map and the territory, disappears with simulation ~ whose operation is nuclear

from Baudrillard, J., 1983, Simulations, New York: Semiotext(e), pp. 1-30.
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and gencetie, and no longer specular and discursive. With it goes all of metaphysics “
more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and its concept. No more imagis
coextensivity s rather, genetic miniaturisation is the dimension of simulation. The 14
is produced from miniaturised units, from matrices, memors banks and comnian
models —and with these it can be reproduced an indefinite number of times. It no looe
has to be rational, since it is no longer measured against some ideal or negann.
mstance. 1t is nothing more than operational. In fact, since it is no longer envelope.d
by an imaginary, 1t s no longer real at all. 1tis a hyperreal, the product of an irradua
g synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace without atmosphere,

I this passage to a space whose curvature s no longer that of the real, nor o
truth, the age ol simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all referentials — wor .
by thetr artificial resurrection my systems of siens, 4 more ductile material than mean
me, i that it lends itself to all systems of equivalence, all hinary oppositions and
combinatory algebra. 1t is no longer a question of imitation, nor of reduplication, o
even of parods. Toas vather a question of substituting signs ol the veal for the real ital
that s, an operation to deter every real process by its operational double, 4 metastabh
programmatic, perfect deseriptive machine which provides all the sians ot the real and
short-circunts all ats vicissitudes. Never again will the real have to be produced
this is the vial function of the model ina system of death, or rather, of anticipat
resurrection which no longer leaves any chance even in the event of death. \ hyperre i
henectorth sheltered from the imaginary, and from amy distinction between the ol
and the imagmany leaving room only for the orbital recurrence of models and 1

simtlated generation of dillerence.

Fhe Divine frreference of Tmages

To dissimulate is to feign not 1o have what one has, To simulate is 1o feign to he

what one hasn’t. One implies a presence, the other an absence. But the matter is mors
complicated, since to simulate s not simply o feign: *Someonce who feigns an illness
can simply go 1o bed and make believe he is il Some one who simulates an illness
produces in limself some of the symptoms’ (Littre). Thus, Teiening or dissimulating
leaves the reality primaiple mtact: the difference is always clear, it is onls masked; whereas
simulation threatens the difference between “true” and “false’, between ‘real’ and
smaginary”. Sinee the simualator produces “true’ symiptoms, is he il or not? 11
cannot be treated objectively cither as il or as not tll. Psyehology and medicine stop at
this point, betore a thereafter undiscoverable truth of the illness. For if any symptom
can be “produced’, and can no longer be aceepted as a fact of natare, then every illness
may be considered as stmakatable and simulated, and medicine loses its meaning since
itonly knows how to treat “true’ illnesses by their objective causes. Psschosomatic evolyes
m a dubious way on the edge of the illness principle. \s for psychoanalvsis, it trans
fers the ssmptom from the organic to the unconscious order: once again, the latter is
held to be true, more true than the former - but w hy should simulation stop at the
portals of the unconscious? Why couldn’t the *work™ of the unconscious be *produced’

m the same way as any other ssmptom i classical medicine? Dreams alrcady are.
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The alienist, of course, claims that ‘for each form of the mental alienation there is
4 particular order in the succession of symptoms, of which the simulator is unaware
md in the absence of which the alienist is unlikely to be deceived’. This (which dates
from 1865) in order to save at all cost the truth principle, and to escape the spectre
raised by simulation — namely that truth, reference and objective causes have ceased to
cust. What can medicine do with something which floats on cither side of illness, on
cither side of health, or with the reduplication of illness in a discourse that is no longer
true or false? What can psychoanalysis do with the reduplication of the discourse
of the unconscious in a discourse of simulation that can never be unmasked, since it
isn't false either?

What can the army do with simulators? ‘Traditionally, following a direct principle
of identification, it unmasks and punishes them. Today, it can reform an excellent sim-
ulator as though he were equivalent to a ‘real’ homosexual, heart-case or lunatic. Even
military psychology retreats from the Cartesian clarities and hesitates to draw the dis-
tinction between true and false, between the ‘produced’ symptom and the authentic
symptom. ‘If he acts crazy so well, then he must be mad.” Nor is it mistaken: in the
sense that all lunatics are simulators, and this lack of distinction is the worst form of
subversion. Against it classical reason armed itself with all its categories. But it is this
tnday which again outtlanks them, submerging the truth principle.

Outside of medicine and the army, favored terrains of simulation, the affair goes back
o religion and the simulacrum of divinity: ‘I forbad any simulacrum in the temples
because the divinity that breathes life into nature cannot be represented.’ Indeed it can.
But what becomes of the divinity when it reveals itself in icons, when it is multiplied
in simulacra? Does it remain the supreme authority, simply incarnated in images as
A visible theology? Or is it volatilized into simulacra which alone deploy their pomp
and power of fascination — the visible machinery of icons being substituted for the pure
and intelligible [dea of God? This is precisely what was feared by the Iconoclasts, whose
millennial quarrel is still with us today.” Their rage to destroy images rose precisely
because they sensed this omnipotence of simulacra, this facility they have of effacing
God from the consciousness of men, and the overwhelming, destructive truth which
they suggest: that ultimately there has never been any God, that only the simulacrum
exists, indeed that God himself has only ever been his own simulacrum. Had thev been
ible to believe that images only occulted or masked the Platonic Idea of God, there
would have been no reason to destroy them. One can live with the idea of a distorted
truth. But their metaphysical despair came from the idea that the images concealed
nothing at all, and that in fact they were not images, such as the original model would
have made them, but actually perfect simulacra forever radiant with their own fascina-
tion. But this death of the divine referential has to be exorcised at all cost.

[t can be seen that the iconoclasts, who are often accused of despising and deny-
mg images, were in fact the ones who accorded them their actual worth, unlike the
iconolators, who saw in them only reflections and were content to venerate God at one
remove. But the converse can also be said, namely that the iconolaters were the most
modern and adventurous minds, since underneath the idea of the apparition of God
in the mirror of images, they already enacted his death and his disappearance in the
cpiphany of his representations (which they perhaps knew no longer represented
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anything, and that they were purely a game, but that this was precisely the great
game — knowing also that it is dangerous to unmask images, since they dissimulate §
fact that there is nothing behind them). :
This was the approach of the Jesuits, who based their politics on the virtual diss &
appearance of God and on the worldly and spectacular manipulation of consciences &
the evanescence of God in the epiphany of power —~ the end of transcendence, whih &
no longer serves as alibi for a strategy completely free of influences and signs. Belund @
the baroque of images hides the grey eminence of politics. :
Thus perhaps at stake has always been the murderous capacity of images, murderess
of the real, murderers of their own model as the Bvzantine icons could murder: the &
divine identity. To this murderous capacity is opposed the dialectical capacity of rep '
resentations as a visible and intelligible mediation of the Real. All of Western faith ansl
good faith was engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer
the depth of meaning, that a sign could exchange for meaning and that something could
guarantee this exchange ~ God, of course. But what if God himself can be simulated,
that is to say, reduced to the signs which attest his existence? Then the whole system
becomes weightless, 1t is no longer anything but a gigantic simulacrum — not unreal,
but a simulacrum, never again exchanging tor what is real, but exchanging in itself, s t
an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference.
So it 1s with simulation, in so far as it is opposed to representation. The latter starts
from the principle that the sign and the real are equivalent (even if this equivalenee is
utopian, it 1s a tfundamental axiom). Conversely, simulation starts from the utopia
of this principle of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as value, from the
sign as reversion and death sentence of every reference. Whereas representation tries
to absorb simulation by interpreting it as false representation, simulation envelops the
whole edifice of representation as itself a simulacrum.
This would be the successive phases of the image:

* it s the retlection of a basic reality; ?_&,
+ 1t masks and perverts a basic reality; A
« 1t masks the absence of a basic reality; ‘ &:
* it bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum. i
.
=4
:-

In the first case, the image is a good appearance — the representation is of the order of
sacrament. In the second, it is an et#/ appearance — of the order of malefice. In the
third, it plays at being an appearance — it is of the order of sorcery. In the fourth, it is
no longer in the order of appearance at all, but of simulation.

The transition from signs which dissimulate something to signs which dissimulate
that there is nothing marks the decisive turning point. The first implies a theology of truth
and secrecy (to which the notion of ideology still belongs). The second inaugurates an
age of simulacra and simulation, in which there is no longer any God to recognise
his own, nor any last judgement to separate true from false, the real from its artificial
resurrection, since everything is already dead and risen in advance.

When the real 1s no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning.
There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand truth,
objectivity and authenticity. There is an escalation of the true, of the lived experience;

s tesurrection of the
there is a panic-stric
t the panic of mat
oncerns us — a stra
1 strategy of deterre

Disneyland is a pe
~with it 1s a play of
“This imaginary wor’

draws the crowds is
and religious revellin

- gueue up inside, ar

only phantasmagori
that sutficiently ex¢
multitudinous effec
veritable concentrat
magnetise the crow
gadget: the automot

- 1o the peculiar encl

pens to have been ¢
Walt Disney, who a

The objective pri
down to the morph
in miniature and co
an ideological analy
digest of the Ameri
tion of a contradict
‘ideological’ blanket
there to conceal th
Disnevland (just as |
in its banal omnipre
order to make us t
the America surrou
simulation. It is no
but of concealing t}
principle.

The Disnevland
up in order to reju
infantile degenerati
to make us believe t




ST p— T et e A B I mt

The Precession of Simulacra 413

% tesurrection of the figurative where the object and substance have disappeared. And
Mere is a panic-stricken production of the real and the referential, above and parallel
W the panic of material production: this is how simulation appears in the phase that
uncerns us — a strategy of the real, neo-real and hyperreal whose universal double is
i strategy of deterrence.

Hyperreal and Imaginary

Disneyland is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation. To begin
aith it is a play of illusions and phantasms: Pirates, the Frontier, Future World, etc.
I'his imaginary world is supposed to be what makes the operation successful. But what
draws the crowds is undoubtedly much more the social microcosm, the miniaturised
and religious revelling in real America, in its delights and drawbacks. You park outside,
queue up inside, and are totally abandoned at the exit. In this imaginary world the
only phantasmagoria is in the inherent warmth and affection of the crowd, and in
that sufficiently excessive number of gadgets used there to specifically maintain the
multitudinous effect. The contrast with the absolute solitude of the parking lot — a
veritable concentration camp — is total. Or rather: inside, a whole range of gadgets
magnetise the crowd into direct tlows — outside, solitude is directed on to a single
gadget: the automobile. By an extraordinary coincidence (one that undoubtedly belongs
1o the peculiar enchantment of this universe), this deep-frozen infantile world hap-
pens to have been conceived and realised by a man who is himself now cryogenised:
Walt Disney, who awaits his resurrection at minus 180 degrees centigrade.

The objective profile of America, then, may be traced throughout Disneyland, even
down to the morphology of individuals and the crowd. All its values are exalted here,

_in miniature and comic strip form. Embalmed and pacified. Whence the possibility of

an ideological analysis of Disneyland (L. Marin does it well in Utopies, jeux d’espaces):
digest of the American way of life, panegyric to American values, idealised transposi-

tion of a contradictory reality. To be sure. But this conceals something else, and that

‘ideological’ blanket exactly serves to cover over a third-order simulation: Disneyland is
there to conceal the fact that it is the ‘real’ country, all of ‘real’” America, which is
Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is the social in its entirety,
in its banal omnipresence, which is carceral). Disneyland is presented as imaginary in
order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and
the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of
simulation. It is no longer a question of a false representation of reality (ideology),
but of concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality
principle.

The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false; it is a deterrence machine set
up in order to rejuvenate in reverse the fiction of the real. Whence the debility, the
infantile degeneration of this imaginary. It is meant to be an infantile world, in order
to make us believe that the adults are elsewhere, in the ‘real’ world, and to conceal the
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fact that real childishness is everywhere, particularly amongst those adults who go thess
to act the child in order to foster illusions as to their real childishness.

Morcover, Disneyland is not the only one. Enchanted Village, Magic Mountain, M.
World: Los Angeles is encircled by these ‘imaginary stations’ which feed reabis,
reality-cnergy, 10 a town whose mystery is precisely that it is nothing more (han »
network of endless, unreal circulation — a town of fabulous proportions, but withow
space or dimensions. As much as clectrical and nuclear ‘power stations, as i ks
as film studios, this town, which is nothing more than an immense script il s
perpetual motion picture, needs this old imaginary made up of childhood signals ot
faked phantasm for its sympathetic nervous system.

Political Incantation

Watergate. Same scenario as Disnevland (an imagimary cftect concealing that reahis
1o more exists outside than inside the bounds of the artificial perimeter): though licre
it1s a scandal cffect concealing that there is no difference between the facts and 1he i
denunciation (identical methods are emploved by the CIN and the Haushingron P
journalists). Same operation, though this time tending towards scandal as a means
regenerate a moral and political principle, towards the IMAgInary as a means to regen
crate a reality principle m distress.

The denunciation of scandal alwavs pavs homage to the law. And Watergate abos e
all succeeded in imposing the idea that Watergate mas a scandal — in this sense it wa
an extraordinary operation of intoxication. The reinjection of a targe dose of politic i
morality on a global scale. It could be said along with Bourdicu that “The specific char
acter of every relation of foree is to dissimulate itself as such, and to acquire all its foree
only because it is so dissimulated’, understood as tollows: capital, which is immoral
and unscrupulous, can only function behind a moral superstructure, and whoever rege s
erates this public morality (by indignation, denunciation, cte.) spontancously further.
the order of capital, as did the Hushington Post journalists.

But this is sall only the formula of ideology, and when Bourdicu enunciates it e
takes ‘relation of force’ to mean the tuth of capitalist domination, and he denown: o
this relation of toree as itself a scandal — he therefore occupics the same deterministu
and moralistic position as the Hashington Post journalists. He does the same job of pury
ing and reviving moral order, an order of truth wherein the genuine symbolic violence
of the social order is engendered, well beyond all relations of force, which are only 1y
inditterent and shifting configuration in the moral and political consciousness of men

All that capital asks of us is to receive it as rational or to combat it in the name
of rattonality, to receive it as moral or to combat it in the name of morality. For they
are rdentical, meamng they can be read another way: before, the task was to dissimulate
scandal; today, the task is to conceal the fact that there is none.

HWatergate s not a scandual: this is what must be said at all costs, for this is what
evervone is concerned to conceal, this dissimulation masking a strengthening of moral
ity; a moral panic as we approach the primal (mise en) scene of capital: its instantane
ous cruelty, its incomprehensible ferocity, its fundamental immorality — this is wha
1s scandalous, unaccountable for in that system of moral and economic equivalence which
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remains the axiom of lettist thought, trom Enlightenment theory to Communism. Capital
doesn’t give a damn about the idea of the contract which is imputed to it - it is a mon-
sirous unprincipled undertaking, nothing more. Rather, it is ‘enlightened’ thought which
weks to control capital by imposing rules on it. And all that recrimination which replaced
revolutionary thought today comes down to reproaching capital for not following the
tules of the game. *Power is unjust, its justice is a class justice, capital exploits us, etc.’

a5 1f capital were linked by a contract to the society it rules. It is the left which holds

out the mirror of equivalence, hoping that capital will fall for this phantasmagoria of

the soctal contract and fulfill its obligation towards the whole of society (at the same

ime, no need for revolution: it is enough that capital accept the rational formula of

evchange).

Capital in fact has never been linked by a contract to the society it dominates. It is
soreery of the socnal relation, it is a challenge 1o sociery and should be responded to as
such. Tt is not a scandal to be denounced according to moral and economic rationality,
hut a challenge to take up according to symbolic law.

Noles

b Counterteit and reproduction imply always an anguish, a disquicting torcignness: the
uncasiness before the photograph, considered like a witches' trick - and more generally betore
any - technieal apparatus, which s alwayvs an apparatus of” reproduction, is relared by
Benjamin o the uneasiness before the mirror-image. There s already sorcery at work in
the mirror. But how much more so when this image can be detached from the mirror and
be transported, stocked, reproduced at will (ct. The Student of Prague, where the devil detaches

the tmage of the student from the mirror and harasses him 1o death by the intermediary of

this image. All reproduction implies therefore a kind of black magic, from the fact of being
seduced by one’s own image in the water, like Narcissus, to being haunred by the double
and. who knows, 1o the mortal turning back of this vast technical apparatus secreted today
by man as his own image (the narcissistic mirage of technique, Mcl.uhan) and that returns
w him, cancelled and distorted - endless reproduction ot himself and his power to the
limits of the world. Reproduction is diabolical in its very essence; it makes something
tundamental vacillate. I'his has hardly changed for us: simulation (that we describe here

as the operation of the code) is still and always the place of a gigantic enterprise of

manipulation, of control and of death, just like the imitative object {(primitive statuette, image
of photo) always had as objective an operation of black image.

2. Fhere is furthermore in Monod’s book a flagrant contradiction, which reflects the ambigu-
ity of all current science. His discourse concerns the code., that is the third-order simulacra,
hut 1t does so still according to ‘scientihe’ schemes of the second order — objectiveness,
scientific’ ethic of knowledge, scienee’s principle of truth and transcendence. All things
incompatible with the indeterminable models of the third order.

16 the feeble “definition” of TV which condemns its spectator to rearranging the few points
retained into a kind ot abstract work. e participates suddenly in the creation of a reality
that was onlv just presented to him in dots: the television watcher is in the position of an

mdividual who is asked to project his own fantasies on inkblots that are not supposed to
represent anything.” TV as perperual Rorschach test. And furthermore: “The TV Image requires
cach instant that we “close™ the spaces in the mesh by a convulsive sensuous participation
that 1s profoundly kinetic and tactile.”




