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  Chapter 1 Simulate This! The Seductive Return of the Real in Baudrillard


  Drew A. Hyland


  I used to play a lot of basketball.1 In my college years on the basketball team at Princeton University, I adopted the custom of not coming onto the floor with the rest of the team before the game. While they came on the court to the cheers of the crowd, I would wait in the locker room as they went through their opening warm-ups. Then, a few minutes later, I would enter the gymnasium and walk onto the court alone, joining the team as they completed their pre-game preparations. I did this to indulge in the image I had established for myself as a loner, someone who never quite bought into the hype of team togetherness, someone who always went his own way. In the image I had, the spectators were waiting for me after the team came on the floor, wondering when the team existentialist was going to appear. And there was, in fact, considerable applause when I would finally walk, with a very studied casualness, onto the court.


  Not that I was a loner, not at all. I got along very well with my teammates. In fact, several of them were my roommates, one my brother. They actually got a kick out of the stunt I pulled, realizing that I was simulating “the loner” for the benefit of an image I enjoyed perpetuating. We’d often joke about it at practice. Or was it simulation? Perhaps I really was a loner, the camraderie I always exhibited ostentatiously with my teammates a show to hide my genuine sense of alienation from them, from basketball, from the whole absurd situation of major Division I college athletics of which I was a part and which played such a significant role in my life at the time. Perhaps walking late onto the basketball court alone was a mark of the real.


  What would be the difference? How would you know unless (and for that matter even if) I told you? And what—in the spirit of Baudrillard’s remarks on play and games in his Seduction—is real about college basketball in the first place? What could be more of a simulation without a simulated than a basketball game, especially one with all the artificial hype of Division I American basketball, with its pretense to there being a genuine stake in its outcomes?


  What is Real?


  In the above little story I told you, only the first sentence is true. Yes, I used to play a lot of basketball. The rest—the walking onto the court alone, the sense of alienation, even the speculation about the unreality of basketball (which, incidentally, I don’t believe for a second; in truth, that experience playing college basketball was as profoundly real—physically, psychologically, emotionally, even intellectually—as almost anything I have ever experienced)—all the rest was a ruse, a simulation. I was trying to seduce you into believing a story, taking as real what is not. What’s more, you can prove this for yourself. You can (though I don’t especially recommend this) look up some old game films of Princeton University basketball games in the late fifties and early sixties, and you’ll see me enthusiastically coming on the court with the rest of my teammates, as integral a part of the team as any other member. Or, you can check with some of them. Such was the extent of our closeness and rapport that I still stay in touch with some of them, and so I can give you their names and addresses. Either way, you’ll see that I was just now playing at seduction, at simulation.


  On first, and perhaps second and third reading, of Baudrillard’s Simulations, one gets the impression that a central thesis of the book is that in our epoch “the real” has been abolished, superceded by simulation, especially by what he will call third-order simulations, simulations of simulations, without even a reference or a relation to a simulated real. Thus in the opening pages of Simulations, playing with Borges’ tale of the mad cartographer who constructs a map of the empire so precise that it ends up exactly covering the territory, Baudrillard contrasts the cartographer’s enterprise of exactly representing the real with the advent of simulation: “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 [d’un reel sans origine ni realité: hyperreel].”2 Moreover, this change, from an epoch of simulations of realities to that of simulations of simulations without end, no longer representing anything real, has decisive consequences. “With it goes all of metaphysics. No more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and its concept” (Simulations, 3). That is, we (along with, in the context, psychoanalysts) must face up to “the spectre raised by simulation—namely that truth, reference, and objective causes have ceased to exist” (Simulations, 6).


  This change, which, as we shall presently see, Baudrillard strongly suggests is an historical phenomenon, has decisive consequences on a number of cultural fronts that he addresses. He cites, for example, the theatre of religious iconography, where, he argues, it is those iconoclasts who try to abolish images of the divinity who truly understand the real effect of religious simulations. “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 [cette verité, destructrice, anéantissante] 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” (Simulations, 8, my emphasis). The implication of simulations of simulations accordingly is that the supposed real of which they were once thought to be representations no longer exists. Thus, “the transition from signs which dissimulate something to signs which dissimulate that there is nothing, marks the decisive turning point” (Simulations, 12).


  The phenomenon of Disneyland is another very different cultural phenomenon that embodies the same general point about the loss of the real. Acknowledging that the ideology of Disneyland is that it represents a “digest of the American way of life, panegyric to American values” (Simulations, 24), Baudrillard nevertheless draws a very different inference: what he calls the “ideological blanket” of the representation of American life and values


  
    serves to cover over a third-order simulation [simulation de troisième ordre]. 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 (Simulations 25, Baudrillard’s emphasis).

  


  Disneyland, that is, cannot even any longer be considered an illusion of America because in a world of third-order simulation, illusion itself, entailing a reference, however misleading, to the real, is no longer possible. “Of the same order as the impossibility of rediscovering an absolute level of the real is the impossibility of staging an illusion. Illusion is no longer possible, because the real is no longer possible” (Simulations, 38). The same, he adds, is true of Watergate (Simulations, 25ff).


  Or consider an example that Baudrillard does not use but could have: the notorious phenomenon, in America at least, of the Barbie Doll. Ideologically, the Barbie Doll is supposed to simulate various possible life-choices for the little girls who buy them. Thus one can buy Scuba Diver Barbie, Wedding Bride Barbie, Nurse Barbie. I’ve even been told of a Paleontologist Barbie for more intellectually minded little girls (or their parents). But of course, in truth, no woman is anything like Barbie. It simulates no real women. Instead, thousands upon thousands of little girls are now going around trying to simulate their favorite Barbie doll, sometimes with deplorable results. They are simulating simulations of women that are themselves simulations without a reference to reality. Our little girls are becoming third-order simulations. What is real here?


  As Baudrillard adds later in the book, even such scientific developments as DNA inscription, far from gaining access to some sort of genetic real, in fact is the very embodiment of the principle of simulation. “At this level the question of signs, of their rational destination, their real or imaginary, their repression, their deviation, the illusion they create or that which they conceal, or their parallel meanings—all of that is erased” (Simulations, 104). Instead, “such is the genetic code: an erased record, unchangeable, of which we are no more than cells-for-reading. All aura of sign, of significance itself is resolved in this determination; all is resolved in the inscription and decodage” (Simulations, 105).


  All of this strongly suggests, to repeat, that Baudrillard is claiming that the old metaphysics of the real and its appearances or representations, whether those representations be accurate or inaccurate, the old, supposedly Platonic degrees of reality debate, etc., is no longer valid because there is no longer a real to represent. It has been abolished in favor of third-order simulation, simulations not of a real but of other simulations. Alternatively, one might say that there is a kind of reverse Platonism at work in Baudrillard. Instead of the supposedly Platonic degrees of reality metaphysics, we have a degrees of unreality doctrine: first order simulations, second order, and finally third order simulations, three removes from reality, as one is tempted to say.3 Moreover, as the various historical examples he uses suggest and as his very language implies (reality is no longer possible, etc.), our present situation of simulation is an historical development. Indeed, early in the text he even adumbrates a kind of historical geneology of the movement toward our present epoch. These would be the successive (N.B.) phases of the image:


  
    —it is the reflection of a basic reality


    —it masks and perverts a basic reality


    —it masks the absence of a basic reality


    —it bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum (Simulations, 11).

  


  This is important: Baudrillard could have argued for precisely the same four possibilities, but as ever present, transhistorical possibilities. Thus, an ancient Greek, he might have argued, could have experienced one then another of the four possibilities, as could a medieval monk, a Renaissance man, or anyone else in any epoch. But in that case, the whole question of simulation would have been simply part of the metaphysics of appearance/reality, and that is precisely what Baudrillard would seem to deny. The simulation of which he speaks is an historical, historicized characteristic of our contemporary culture, indeed, its distinctive trait. We are the culture of simulation, of third-order simulation, and so the culture of the loss of the real.


  The Deferred Real


  So Baudrillard’s evident, and to all appearances intended, meaning is that ours is the culture in which the real has been abolished in favor of simulation. But his text invites a Derridean strategy. A deconstructive reading of the text would suggest that at the margins of this evident meaning, as a trace, deferred, the real returns again and again. It is as if Baudrillard cannot be rid of the real because he needs it, needs it precisely in order to attack it. The spectre that haunts Baudrillard’s text is the real. Let me point to just a few of its not always ghostly appearances.


  Beginning at the beginning. In virtually his opening statement, Baudrillard must insist on a reality, albeit a transformed reality. “Simulation,” he says in a passage quoted earlier, “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” (Simulations, 2, my emphasis). Whatever we are to take a “real without . . . reality” to mean, it remains that a “real without origin” may be a different real from the real of the metaphysical tradition, but it is a real nevertheless. It is one thing, and not especially new, to say that our real today is different from the real of yesterday. But again, a different real is a real. Even if, to go all the way, our reality is that of simulations of simulations without end, then, to risk tautology, if that is our reality it is our reality. But one thing we cannot get rid of, Baudrillard cannot get rid of, is reality.4


  Again, in the section of Simulations notably entitled “Strategy of the Real,” entering into his analysis of the present political situation and its status as third-order simulation, Baudrillard appeals to the striking example of the simulated holdup and the trouble we would likely get in if we enacted such a simulation. Were we to simulate a holdup, he suggests, we would get ourselves in a huge fiasco precisely because and to the extent that it would not be taken as a simulation. But notice the language in which he must introduce such a contrast: “For example, it would be interesting to see whether the repressive apparatus would not react more violently to a simulated holdup than to a real one [un hold-up reel]?” (Simulations 38, my emphasis; Simulations et Simulacrae, 36). It will be a disaster, he concludes a page later: “But you won’t succeed: the web of artificial signs will be inextricably mixed up with the real elements [des éléments réels] (a police officer will really shoot on sight; a bank customer will faint and die of a heart attack; they will really turn the phoney ransom over to you)]—in brief, you will unwittingly find yourself immediately in the real, one of whose functions is precisely to devour every attempt at simulation, to reduce everything to some reality . . .” (Simulations, 39, my emphasis). Despite his insistence on “third-order” simulations with no reference to reality, his very analysis of that situation brings him again and again back to “first-order” simulations, simulations that get their sense and meaning by reference to their similarities to and differences from a given reality. And a reality, as his own sentence acknowledges, that “devours every attempt at simulation” (Simulations, 39). Even today, in our epoch of simulation.


  As he continues his analysis of the simulations of the present political situation, Baudrillard takes up the supposed danger of an atomic holocaust, consequent upon the danger of unbridled nuclear proliferation. He takes this entire scene to be a massive simulation. The new world order is precisely one which, as he boldly asserts, “excludes the real atomic clash—excludes it beforehand like the eventuality of the real in a system of signs” (Simulations, 59, author’s emphasis). But the very boldness of this assertion, whose point is to establish the “atomic threat” as a third-order simulation, one without foundation in reality, must be qualified within the same paragraph, in the following way: “But there are precisely no strategic stakes at this level, and the whole originality of the situation lies in the improbability of destruction [l’improbabilité de la destruction]” (Simulations, 59, my emphasis; Simulacrae et Simulation, 57). Baudrillard chooses his words carefully and prudently. Atomic destruction is “improbable.” Why “improbable” and not “impossible”? The difference is crucial. Atomic destruction would be impossible if the situation really were a third-order simulation, without a connection to a reality. No reality, no real fear of atomic destruction. But the danger is improbable rather than impossible precisely because it is not a third-order simulation, but at most a first-order one, which is to say, one founded all too precariously in a very real possibility, lurking only one serious misjudgment or misunderstanding away.


  Baudrillard acknowledges this explicitly some pages later. Summing up his argument on this issue, he asserts, “That is why nuclear proliferation increases neither the chance of atomic clash nor of accident—save in the interval where ‘young’ powers could be tempted to use them for non-deterrent or ‘real’ purpose” (Simulations 72, my emphasis). Ah yes, those young powers, young powers that remind us that we are not here speaking of anything like a third-order simulation, but one founded in
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