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Science Fiction (SF) author William Gibson
has never been one to shy away from the problems of semiology in
late-Capitalism and post-modernism. His novels deal extensively
with the functions of the technological apparatus in relation to
human bodies. Bodies in Gibson novels are depicted as flesh
machines, a fusing of biological and mechanical parts creating
something not quite human but not without humanity: a cyborg.
i

These cyborgs exit within
an urban wasteland composed of run down skyscrapers and dilapidated
back alleyways. His most famous novel, Neuromancer, begins:
“The sky was the color of television….” The natural world becomes
attached to and defined by the gray starkness of technology. In
turn, these worlds are controlled by omnipotent corporations and
hyper-Capitalistic enterprises, suspended between the identifiable
“natural”ii human and the
controlled and created identity of the machine. Because the
“natural” human identity within Gibson novels is intertwined with
the created technological identity, these novels inherently focus
upon a crisis of representation in a world with no definitive
separation between technological meaning and “natural”
meaning—Gibson novels focus upon the crisis of meaning within a
world overwhelmed by an innumerable amount of signs.

It would be easy to define
Gibson as a postmodernist in the same vein as Thomas Pynchon
(Gibson does cite Pynchon as a major influence). However, whereas
Pynchon creates signs signifying a world controlled by conspiracy
and un-commodified power​iii, Gibson presents these signs as mere products of mass
culture. In other words, the sign in Gibson novels becomes
something universally known, created by corporate interests and
grafted (literally) onto bodiesiv.

Characters within Gibson novels are in a
constant semiological struggle. The “natural” meaning of the body
is enhanced, or replaced at times, with the presence of technology.
No longer is a character “human” but a restructured being of meat
and metal, the “natural” meaning of the body becoming enhanced by
the presence of technology and thus replacing the signification of
the character his/herself.

However, Gibson’s newest
novel, Pattern Recognition, presents a world not of the
possible future but of the present. Gone are the immense
technological towers, urban blights, and microsofts of
Neuromancer, having been replaced with the current
technological devices of cell phones, Macintosh computers, and the
internet. Most bodies in Pattern Recognition are no longer
grafted with technology itself but are instead surrounded by the
various signs of technologyv.

And, much like his past novels, these signs
are created and distributed through powerful corporations existing
in a global economy based on Capitalism. However, these signs are
not placed directly on the body—they are not “grafted” onto the
skin as they are in past novels—but constantly press against the
body, ever present, evoking a semiological overload for the
characters.

The sign, then, is not internalized but is
instead externalized through the various products (clothing,
drinks, chairs, credit cards, etc.) placed on or around the body.
And, in a postmodern hyper-Capitalistic culture—and, in fact, with
the spread of Capitalism through unregulated globalization—this
continuously encroaching sign as the Brand.

Fredric Jameson provides one of the first
scholarly examinations of Pattern Recognition since its
publication. Within his essay “Fear and Loathing in Globalization,”
Jameson explores the function of naming and the presence of the
brand within the novel, stating: “It is by way of its style that we
can best measure the new literature, on some kind of
time-continuum. I will define it as a kind of hyped-up
namedropping” (108).

The inescapable semiology of the brand is
more apparent when taken away from its common placement on brand
clothing. For instance, it is not the actual product that matters,
but the name attached to it, as Jameson states:

 


What is also clear is that the names being
dropped are brand names, whose very dynamic conveys both instant
obsolescence and global provenance and neo-exoticism of the world
market today in time and space. A further point is that, little by
little, in the current universe, everything is slowly being named;
nor does this having anything to do with the older Aristotelian
universals in which the idea of a chair subsumes all its individual
manifestations. (108)

Jameson’s theory of
postmodern nominalism is an intriguing idea, especially with the
continuous mutation of brand names and logos in contemporary
Western consumer culture. Indeed, in twenty-first century
America—where unregulated free market Capitalism reigns
supreme—everything, from sandwiches to hairstyles is becoming named
and thus instilled with a form of meaning dependent upon the
namevi. And with this
naming comes a barrage of meaning.

With one object holding a multitude of
significations, and with the constant mutation and near daily
reconstruction of advertising and marketing messages, a culture
existing within a postmodern nominalism becomes engulfed in
semiotics.

However, as Jameson points out, “In this
postmodern nominalism, the name must also express the new, and the
fashion: what is worn-out, old-fashioned, is only useful as a
cultural marker” (Jameson 109). Naming as a form of semiological
determinism is then utilized as a method of expressing the new, the
fashionable, and the “cool” in relation to a product. Anything that
is worn out or technologically obsolete—as Jameson call it,
“old-fashioned”—is utilized as a cultural marker. Thus, as Jameson
states:

 


The conclusion to be drawn is that
name-dropping is also a matter of knowledge, and an encyclopedic
familiarity with the fashions of the world space as those flow back
into the boutiques or flea markets of the West. What I have called
name-dropping is therefore also to be grasped as in-group style:
the bran names function as a wink of familiarity to the reader in
the know. (109)

 


Jameson is arguing that
brand names function on two levels: one, that they depict a
commodification of worldly knowledge and culture through globalized
capitalism—that the fashions (products) of the world space flow
into the shops of the West in order to be purchased and consumed,
reinterpreted as cultural markers but sanitized for Western
consumptionvii; and two, that the reader is aware of these brand
names—that he/she knows what product the names are attached to and
therefore understands the semiological meaning inherent within the
name.

The power of the brand lies
within its ability to signify multiple meanings condensed onto a
visible signifier: the productviii.

However, whereas Jameson discusses the
signifying functionalism of the brand within a global marketplace,
he neglects the identifying power the brand holds over a consumer
culture. His assertion that the name must constantly renew itself
and, if failing to do so, becomes old and worn-out if not
constantly mutating across products, does not consider an identity
formed around the name. Brand names go far beyond a function of
“reality” or as a cultural marker, although they do provide
reference to a real-world existence in their ability to restructure
the identity of those utilizing the brand.

Modern Capitalistic cultures have become so
intertwined in consumerism that brands become a major influence in
the formation of a social identity. Whereas Jameson focuses upon
the restructuring of culture through the continuous renaming of its
productions, this essay interprets the brand as a force of power
continuously restructuring the identity of those existing within
the culture.

Therefore, Pattern Recognition is a
novel rooted within the contemporary real of late-Capitalism. To
“be in the know”, as Jameson puts it, is to be aware and,
essentially, be placed within the brand’s sphere of power through
the very knowledge of the brand’s ideology. In other words, for the
brand to maintain its power, for it to have both an ideology and
representory function, its sign must be attached to a signified
that is rooted in a specific cultural language. For the brand to
have any semiological power, the cultural significance of that
brand must be understood first.

It can then be said that Pattern
Recognition portrays a world of contemporary globalized
Capitalism that has invaded every culture and commodified it
through brand marketing. And, much like our own world, there is no
escape from the semiological effects of the brand. For Cayce, the
main character of Pattern Recognition, the brand’s
semiological effects are brutally physical: when confronted with a
particularly effective brand or logo, she has an intense allergic
reaction that Jameson refers to as “Commodity bulimia” (Jameson
112). I would go one step further and call the allergy a function
of semiological bulimia: the pathological need to expel all
external signs from the body.

Because Cayce’s reaction causes her to have a
violent reaction to potent brands, because she must escape before
the mountain of labeled products buries her, she is removing
herself from the disciplining function of the brand. Because she
can react to the semiology of brands—essentially, to understand
their function as signifiers for overt-Capitalism and
consumption—she metaphorically vomits these signs off her body.
Yet, as a cool-hunter—and as a liaison between the uncommodified
meaning and the eventual productization of this meaning—she must
also binge on developing brands.

Cayce’s only escape is her leisure-time
immersion into the world of “Footageheads,” a virtual community
that tracks the release of random bits of film on the Internet.
While many Footageheads recognize the fragments of film as being
all of a piece—there is, however, argument amongst the group that
the fragments are merely that: fragments of film and not part of a
whole piece—they nevertheless have no clear narrative arc, and thus
the community invests much of its time trying to organize and
interpret the footage.

Cayce’s life, then, revolves around a complex
of semiotic pursuits: professionally, she either scouts for
products, “signifieds,” that as yet have no brand, “signifier”,
attached to them, or she reacts to signifiers without
signifieds—prototype logos that as yet have no real products
connected to them. Meanwhile, in her personal obsession with the
footage, she works to make sense of the seemingly constantly
mutating and, at times seemingly unsignified, signifier of the film
itself. Cayce’s semiotic odyssey forms the backbone that links the
brand and the film to Cayce’s own identity.

Clearly, the identities of
the characters within Pattern Recognition are determined and
affected by the very presence of branded logos and products. And
these products—the brands Cayce confronts as well as the bit of
anonymous footage—are ever-present, constantly interpreted, and
inescapableix. Interestingly,
Pattern Recognition engages the semiology of the brand
through the technological lens of Gibson’s past novels.

Whereas the characters in Neuromancer
and Idoru exist as pure cyborgs—literally having
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