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ABSTRACT 

1 
This thesia explores how Jean Baudriilard uses the 

concepts of critical theory -and structura/liam to develop 

a theory of neo-capitalist culture. He sh6vs 'how the 

transformation of social objects - into signs constitutes 

the field of consumption and rationali}es th: symbolic 

dimensions of social life. Baudrilla!d 's work is conceiv-

ed in the thesis as a focus for tbe conH:ontation of cri-, 

tical theory and structuralism. Crltical theory reveal$ 

,the structuralist concern with systems of order and class-

ification as social reification; in turn, str~cturalism 

challenges dialectical criticism to interpret the social 

object.' Amon,8 critical theorists, Theodor Adorno recog­

nized that the object was not reducible to the subject; 

but he viewed interpretation primarily as the dialectical . ' 

limit of critique. Baudrillard attempts to go beyond 

this stance in his interpretation of the "system of 
·t, 

obj ects." His work broadens the conceptual framework of 

critical theory, and in so doing, sketches its ideological 

h'ontiers. 
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Cette h~se explore l 'apPtopriatiQn ,que fait J~a'Çl 
l, 1 1 1 

/ B~udril1ard des concepts de la th~orie/':~ritiqUe et Idi 
structuralisme dans e but de formule!! ne thforie de 

la culture néo-caPl\ali e. Il démonir comment la trans-

formation d'objets s~ciaux e Signet'se à la fois à 

constituer le champ cille la cons ~rJon et à rational Laer 

1 e s d i men s ion s s y m bol \i q ll: eQ d e 1 a i:i s c i ale . L ' 0 e u v r e 

d. Baudrillard fait d~ne fonetiO/;,dan et~jthhe de 

site de la confrontat,lion de la t~éor'e l ique et du 

structuralisme. La théorie critfiQu1 fait VOL l'attache-

ment structuraliste aux systêmes d1~rdre et de assement 
/ i 

/ . 
en tant que réification sociale; ,andls que le str ctura-

\ f 

psme défie la critique dial ectiAue d' interpré ter l' bjet 
/ 

80cial;. Parmi les 'théoriciens//ritiques, Theodor Adorno 

r e~ 011 n ais sai t que l' 0 b j e ~ ne s réd u i sai t pa 8 a u su jet 
!. 1 

mals l'interpretati.on demeuraIt essentiellement chez lui 
l , 

]"a limite dialectique de la dri~que. Baudrillard cherche 
'. 

/1 dépasser cette position pair son 
! 1 

• ...l" 1 
"systême d'objets." Sa rec~erche 

~terprétation du 

'" é 1 a rg i t l e c a cl r e con-

ceptuel de la théorie critique et, ce,faisant, peromet 4'en 

• f" 'dé~l' e s q u ~ S s,e rIe s r 0 n t le r e s LOO g l que s . 
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INTRODUCTION r . 

, 
, " 
~ .... "- -

The criticism of culture is, in a relàtively original 

way, an integral part of culture itseIf.' There is an ebb 

and flow between concepts of society and their "referents" 
\ 

which gives rise to a continuing sense of paradox. In-

deed, the 'lNhole process, not only that of culture, bwt of 

its transformation into an object of description, analysis, 

evaluation, critique, even predict-ion, might be cQnceived 

as a kind of multistable phenomenon, resistant to exclusive' 

points of view, to finlll statements, or "closure." 

Clifford Geert~ alludes to the source of this complexity, 

it seems to me, when he states that "Man i5 an animal sus-

pended in webs of signifkance he himself has spun," and 

that the study of society would, therefore, not be so 

much "an 'experimental science in search of law as an inter­

pretive one in search of meaning. 1 ,l 

But if Gee'rtz is correct and it is my assumption through-

out this thesis that his statement i5 substantially correct for all the 
) 

~'human sc i ence s" - then it is difficult to see how the , 

most abstruse theory about art or society can avoid 'stating 

il! ~ intére5t not only in the culture on which it com-

tnents, but in its own contemporary frame of reference.· If 

one admits that one LS engaged primarily in an activity of 

interpretation, then one must also concede that one is in-

volved in a process of creating' meanings in short,~hat 

one is, if only implicitly, contrÎ-buting to the way a soc~-

et y defines itself 1 and thus, perhaps, influencing its 

'1 
j 

1 
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• 
history. As Raymond Williams has pointed out. the very 

idea of culture "embodies not only the. issues b~t the 

contradictions through which it has developed."' But he 

adds that to recognize this situation is to reach "liter- 1 

ally a moment of crisis . when the most basic"con-

cept s are suddenly seen to b~ not'concepts but pro-

blems, not analytical problems either, büt historical move­

ments that are still unresolved.,,2 

There is a substantial group of thinkers who, b 7cause 

they have made. this.problematic of the inte.rdependence of 

th è 0 r yan cl s.o cie t y, con cep t a'n d " 0 b j e ct,. 0 r su b j e ct and 
~ . 

~bject, the explicit basls of their work, can be placed in 
, 

the intellectuai orbit of "critical theory." lt is toward 

the sense of a "crisis" - by which Raymond Williams seems 

to indicate a crisis in unders~andi~g which is continuous 

with a crisis in society itself that critical theory has 

directly oriedted its discourse as a response. But this 

paradox of invoivemenwand q.etachment - the fact that the 

motive of criticism is interestedness, but its mode is dis-

tance -- implies a necessarily ambiguous context for the 

practice of criticai theory. lt 1S ultimately in th,is con-

text that the cultural critic"m qf Jean Baudrillard must 

be seen. 

Jean Baudrillard is an assistant in th ,Faculty of 

Sociology in the Universiti of Paris at Nante re. His out­
\. 

put in the last dozen years of ten books and n'li erous art-

icles has established him as a social critic to be reckoned 

wi~h in France and, to a Iesser but stiii significant 
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degree, in the English-speaking world. 3 In 1968, 'h,~ 

,pub1ished Le système des objets: la consommation des - ~ 

'signes,4 a detailed interpretation of the. social being 

of abjects, in lIIodern capitalist societies, particu1arly 

France, where cultural ;life was in the midst of an impor-

tant transition, and vestiges of traditional ways of life 

were still ,very much in evidence. In 1970, Baudrillard 

followed this with a"macrological treatment of the same . , 

theme in ta société de consommation: ~ myth'é s, ~e~ 
5 structures. In bot h w 0 r k s, the.i n f 1 u,e n ce 0 f s t ru ct u raI i sm 

was obvious - ,!,!specially the inspiration of Claude-

Lé viS t ra us s 's sem i 0 log i cal a pp r 0 a,c h top r i mit ive cul tu r e s 

and Roland Barthes r reading 'of contemporary "mythologies." 

But the unorthodoxy of Baudrillard's structuralism was fully 

confirmed in his third book, Pour une critique de l'économie 

politique du signe (1972),6 a collection of essays on theo-

retical problems he had encountered in the previous studies. 

There was no doubt,---i-ll----this work, that Baudrillard had 

been working from the beginning with a concept of reification 

which derived from the ir~ry different in,tellectual tradition 

of critical theory, a current of European Marxism which lS 

usually traced to the work of Georg Lukacs in the early 

1920's and 'which found its most characteristic expression in 

various thinkers associated with the "Frankfurt School," 

such as Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Wal ter Benjamin 
- ) 

and al S 0 He r-b-e-'r t Ma r cas e • 

As 1. shall demonstrate in my thesis, Baudrillard's 

theor~ial object .as, in significant part, born 

-~-, 
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in the confrontation between then two tradition~. Yet 

the tension between them, which informs at 1east the four 

o f Bau cl r i Il a rd' s w 0 r k s t 0 b e dis eus s e d i·n th i s the sis, 

'has never been ~dequately ex~lored. The' critical theory .. 
0..[. society out1ined by L~kâcs. Marcuse and the Frankfurt 

School provided the genera1 context in which Baudri11arcl 

would put tne micrological techniques of semiological cri-

ticism ta work. But 'it was in a way the "metatheoreti.cal" 

self-assurance of critical theory itself which suffered 
1 

the greater loss. of pride in this difficult collaboration. 
'f" ' IJ 

'This was especia-lly evident in Le ~iroir de ~ production 

(1973),8 a polemica1 dissection of "bath traditions and 

1 
their failure to come ta grips with che cultural dynamic he 

saw eme~ging in the United States and Western Europe during 

the postwar years. 

, 
r try to do two things in chis t:hesis'. Bath of them 

are re1ated to rny explication of the theory of the abject 

in Baudrillard's early work. l demonstrate that Baudril1.:l'rd's 

do u b 1 e gr 0 und in gin cri tic aIt h e (, r yan d st r u.2 tu raI i s rn i s 

neither an arbitrary syncretism n,!r an exocic juxtapilsition, 

. -becaus'e it yie1'as important insights which ·are cohererit ~n 

terms of bath traditions. But l .1150 show that in spite 

of the striking nt which Baudrillard is able ta establish 

bet'N'een these orders of discourse, he ~s ~ attempting 

an intellectual synthesis, at least, nat ln the sense' that 

others have tried ta comb ine Marx and Freud. The relation-

ship between 'the two traditions in Baudrillard's work i5 

best described as mutually "deco.nstructive." In terms of 
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the problems Baudrillard's work addresses, structuralism 

/ 

and cri.ticsl 'theory. are peculiarly suited as standpoints 

for the in t.e r pre ta i: ion and cri tic i Sm q f e q C hot h e r ' s 
... '--

approach . . 
'Perhaps l should a1so make c1ear what l am not attempt-

ing"to do. Baudrillard'~ method ls -to present social and 

cul t.u r a lis sue sas s t agi n g g r 0 und s for c 0 m pet in g the 0 rie s 
,.; , 

and ex.planations. Ou t of 

fa shi 0 n s the t e rm s for an 

tpe trmQil which ensues, he 

interpretation of the problems 

he ha s rai s e d • 'T h i s pro c e dur e, no t a l wa ys exp 1 ici t l Y for e-

grounded in Baudri11ard's work, necessarii y results in an 
, 

intticate and 'demanding dia1ectic. Baudrillard distances 

himse1f from structur,alist terms as he ùses them. He 

abandons the categories of Marxian critical theory as he 

(ttempts ta deepen them. Often, 

~tively which on principle he, 

he will apply concepts 

c1early rejects as 

ihadequate. This is true, for example"of his use of 

categories sucb as "production," and "structure," to name 

only two. Of course, .J3audrillard's discursive tactics are 

liab1e to prddy,ce anxi~us rea~. Because bis meanings 

are 11 0 t '0 b v'i 0 us, and due t 0 1 i mit a ti 0 n S 0 f spa c e and t i me, 

l have had to forego discussion of other currents in his 

work. Unlike the majority of post-structuralists, for 

example, Baudrillard is skeptical of the concepts of desire 

whièh have. emerged in France ip the wake of existentialism . 

and structuralism (as if to suture up the ravaged relations 

of subject and object). But l have omitted any mention 

of his ambiguous development of Freudian themes, sinee they . . . " 
'-" ' .. 
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could not be addressed adequately in anything short of an 

additional thesis. For the same reason, l have 1 im-ited my 

discussion of Georges Bataille ta a few-remarks in Chapter 1. 
J(. 

The problem of desire'is much more prominent in Baudril1ard's 

later work, although it evolves from his way of appropriat-

lng the two traditions l will be discussing . 
...>.-..-

In the first chapter, l shall introduce the reader to 

the most imp9rtant themes of Baudrillard's ~arly work: the 

idea of ~eification, as Lukâcs elâborated it on the basis 

of Marx's theory of "commodity.fetishism;" the idea of 

interpreting the social obj ect as an element 'iri ,a system 

of signification, as s.ugges,te~ by vari9us structuraiists, 

Jn particular Lévi-Strauss; and the g~nera1 concern with 

~tsJ and with an rolf})ct-1ike existence, which ~affected • 

1 Fr~nch cul ture 1.n the 1960' s, the period in which Baudrillard's 

ideas were forming. In each of the se three sections' 

of Chapter 1, the presentation is necessari1y schematic 

because the aim is only to e-stablish the' connection ':>etween 

the basi,c themes before developing them more fuLly 1.n 

subsequent chapters. 

In the second chapter, l have 'also div:lded the' 

material into three sections. l 7xplain how the object 

was interp~ted as a problem by cr"itical theorists, and 

" how tne-r, attempted to prpject a solution in a part~cular 

theory of the soci~l subject. l trace this tneme in 

LukacS and Horkheimer respective1y, and show how thei~ 
1 • 

approach tended to short-circuit th~ermeneutic moment 

in cricical theJ>ry. In the concluding sectlon, l situate 

the structuralists in ~elation to the theory of reification, 

, , 
,1 

t 
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and outline the way Baudrillard uses structuralism as a 

( ,model f0"F the interpretation of reified phenomena, and l show hoVl 

this use renders his grounding ln critical ~heory and 

also la structuralism ambiguous. ,.. 

In Chapter III l ,,~d i sc U S 5 the work of Theodor Adorno 

briefly in 
j 

show tha t the Frankfurt School lIt order to waS 

fact grappling with the problems which Baudrillard's work 

addresses, but failed in many ways to go beyond Georg 

Lu k â cs' po s i t ion bec au sec rit i cal the 0 rios t s g e ne ra 11 y ~-e-

fraine~ from questioning the models of political economy 

and society inherited from Marx. 

Chapter IV is en~irely devoted to a discussion of 

Baudrillard 1 s' theory of the organization of objects and 

consumption in contemporary, or nea-capitalist societies. 

In the final chapter, l interpret Baudrillard's 

theory of consumption as ~ historical mutation of tradi-

tional status systems. This explains, in part~ how the 

sign becomes all powerful. \\Then the system of status is 

generalized it loses its determinate meaning, and the type 

of signification ie engenders spills over social boundaries 
" 

and invades the social body. This is followed by a brief 

summary of Baudrillard'~ critique of the concepts of need, 

use value and production in political economy and once 

again 1 interrogate the status of interpretation in critical 

theory. l show that critical theory posits an axiological 

totality which, although it is historical, effects a 

() premature closure which requires the antidote of intir-

.' pretation. l show th~t Baudrillford achieved this by inte-
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grating the problematic of the sign into the critique of 

( 
politieal economy. Finally, in my conclusion, l show that 

Baudrillard's first four books form a coherent theoretical 

'project, and that he was on1y able to achieve this by 

leaving the di~ension of the symbolic uneharted -- thus 

setting the stage for his later work. 

The-title of this thesis should not be,taken too liter-

ally. TO give it a~ emphatic interpretation would have 

required a long discussion of Jürgen Habermas at least; 

but even among those who have written extensively on his 

work, there is no agreement whether it proposes a defini-

tive bre'ak with that tradition, or its renewal, on shifted 

gtound. Like Habermas, Baudrillard is of two minds on 
. 

this issue. lt is clear, in The Mirror of Production 

(1973), the last of Baudrillard '5 works to be discussed 

l.n this thesis, that he no longer' believes that social 

criticism can base itself on the axiological coordinates 

of ~arx's critique of politiea1 economy. Yet'in that same 

work, as l show in my conclusion, he still wants to 

rescue the spirit of Marx's enquiry, if on1y by "relati-

vizing" Marx's model(s) in the way he had aireacly clone 

~ 

1 
1 

1 
t 

with structuralism. As for Baudrillard's la ter work 

it can be debated whether he has sueceeded 
! 

1 

in this enterprise, or simply betrayed the possibility 

of rational criticism. Sorne have argued that Baudri11ard 

has'slipped into the mode of "criticism for criticl.sm's 
~ 

Sàke.,,9 In his defense, l would argue mainly that in a 

genuine sense Baudrillard's argument has been faithful to 
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t tr~ r e a 1 am big u i t i e s a f cri tic ait h e 0 r y, t 0 the p 0 in t 

where his dis~ourse has begun to embody them, almost to 

act them out. 

Social criticism has always based itself on the 

opposition oj tfuth and ideology, on the claims of the uni-

versaI and the necessary ~gainst the narrow perspective of 

the particular and the con t ingen't . Ideology is considered 

ta be ideology because it does not rep'feten t the interests 

of aIl mankind; it represents "the in tete st s of a parti-

cular class at a particular time i~ history," etc. But 

wha tif, like Baudrll1ard, one no longer believes 
. . 
1n un~-

versaIs, in substances of value, in the concept of "nature," 

dr in the necessity of history? This suspicion i5 not just 

a matter of philosophical taste in Baudrillard. His work 
\ 

reveals that lt' is precisely this universal~m which 
t 

underlies modern ideologies, and precisely ~the appeal 
\ 

to axiolagical substances, such as the self-~ufficient, 

sel f - pro duc in g s u b j e ct, o,r the " use - val we" 0 f the 0 b j e ct, 

which g~arantees the ineffectuality of aIl critiques of 

"reification," "commodity fetishism," and "alienation." ,. 
Baudri11ard's critics wou1d of courie reply chat his' 

attempt to escape 'these references in hi~ pursuit of the 

social farms of particu1arity, II symbolic exchange" and 

"seduction"lO - a pursuit which b'~comes mueh more pressing 

in his later work - is on1y a case of throwing the baby 

out with the bathwater. The argument that the apparently 

f~lse "shadow" real1y owes its existence to the apparently 

real "substance" whieh casts it does not provide grounds for 

1 

... 

, 
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disposing of t~e substance. If reification or commodity 

fetishism in the sense critical theory uses these 

unfortunate words - on1y. appears in societies based on 

production, utility, and rational consumption, as Baudrillard 

claims,''is this an argument fo'r rejecting prod'uction, the 

principle of utility, and the ideal "to each according 

to his needs"? But before trying to ansyer 'this question, 

ho one should ignore Baudrillard's very,compelling demon-

stration that "reification" is not just an illusion, rtot just a 

a mental reflection of the alienated conditions of preduc-

..tien which can be wi1>-ed away in a turn of consciousness. 

For there is a valuable irony ln Baudrillard's assessment 
/ 

of contemporary culture which 15 usua.lly over)ooked ',; As 

Samuel Beckett wrote in Molloy: "The shaQ.ow in the end i. 

, Il 
no better than the substance." 

) 
'1 
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NOTES - INTRODUCTION 

1 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures 

(New York, \Basic Books, 1973), p. 5. 
1 

-. 

2 
Raymond Williams, Marxism and Llterature (Oxford: 

Oxford Un'iversity Press, 1977), p. Il. 

3 
In France, Baudrillard' s new books are regular1y 

.1; 

the subject of reviews and essays in the prestigious 

journal Critique'. His books Are reprinted in cheaper, 

p.ocket-sized editions and he is general1y recognized as 

an important social\thinker, although his reputation is 

11 

far irom established. Baudrillard has consistently failed 

to enter the mainstream of French social theoretical dis-

course. This may have something to do with his tendency to 

encourage the popular image of him as a bête noir: an inte11ec---- ---, 
tuaI alliance wlth '.Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze was 

\ 
apparently scuttled\ in 1977 when he published .a short 

\ 

study of.these two ~rominent thinkers, provQcatively en-

titled Oublier Fouca~lt. (Mark Poster, personal communi-

cation) And in 'the ~nfluential weekly, ~ Nouvel Observateur, 

he has been portrayed as a loner whose stark diagnosis of 

the co lla'p s ing inf raH rue ture s of -"'Wes te in C iv i l iza t ion" 

" 
are ignored because they are frightening, or taken out of 

context by ideologies of Left and right. Gerard Bonnot, 

"Le Terror~ste de Nanterre," Le Nouvel Observateur (Lundi, 

16 juillet, 1979), pp. 42-44. 

In North America, Baudrillard's work has not been 

wlde1y discussed. But two of his books have appeared in 

-------------~-~---_. --
• cd • 
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translation~ and shart selections have appeared in 

Sub-Stance, 15 (1976), pp. lU-Il7; and in the Australian 

"Working papèrs" Collection,! Language, Sexuality and Sub-

version, eds. Paul Foss andiMeaghan MorrlS (Darlington: 
J 

Feral Publicatio,ns, 1978), pp. r-98. (These selections 

are contained in the full translations listed below, notes 6,.8). 

Apart from scattered references, however, Baudrillard has 

excited only moderate interest, and little direct discussion. 

An exception is Marshall Sahlin's Culture and Practical 

Reason (Chicago, University of Chicago Press" 1976). Marcel 

Rioux's Essai de sociologie critique (Montréal: Hurtubise 

HMH, 1979) i5 also worth llÎentioning. But there has been no 

major published discussion of Baudrillard's early work, 

especially the first two books, where the complicated media-

tions which form"the basis of his later, more popular, more 

speculative books were originally worked through. 

l should add that before Baudrillard became an instructor 

of sociology at Nanterre in 1965 he was a professor of 

German. He has published translations of Peter Weiss's 

play Marat/Sade and Wllhelm E. Mühlmann's .~sianisme 
revoluti:onnaires du tiers monde (Paris: Gallimard, 1968). 

4 Le système des objets: la consommation des signes 

(Paris~ Denoe1/Gonthier, 1968). ALI further references 

ta this work will appear in the text as (5.0.). 

5 La société de consommation: ses mythes, ses structures 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1970). AlI further references to this 

work will appear in the text as (S.C.) 

1 , , .. 
1 
j 

1 
l 
1 
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6 
Pour une critique ~ l'éc~omie politique du 

signe (Paris: Gallimard,1972). Translation,: For a 

Critique ~ the Political Economy ~ the Sign, trans. 

Charles Levin and Arthur Younge~, introd. Charles Levin 

(St. Louis: Telos Press, 1981). AlI further references to 

this work will be ta ~his translation, appearing in the 

text as (Critique). 

7 The term "critical theory" is often used inter-

cha~geably with the epithet "Frankfurt SChool," after the 

Institute for Social Research (Institut für Sozialforschung) 

at the University of Frankfurt, where many of tham worked 

before 1933. In fact, this group did not form a IIschool" 

in the sense that the term tlcritical theory" referred to 

a rigorous basis of common agreement, as Benjamin Snow 

explains: "Critical theory was never a fully articulated 

philosophy meaning the same thing for a1l the members of 

the 'Instltute. lt was more of a set of shared assumptions 

that distingui~hed their approach from bourgeols or 

"traditional" theory. "Introduction ta Adorno's 1The 

Actuality of Philosophy,'" Telos, no. 31 (1977), p. 113. 

Walter Benjamin kept up a loose association with the 

Frankfurt circle until the end of his life, and his influence 

continued to be felt in the work of Adorno. 

Georg Lukâcs was never a part of the Frankfurt circle, 

for by the time of the Institute's formation he had become 

trapped in the Stalinist sphere of influence. But in many 

"'" 

( ways he can be said to have laid the groundwork for critical 

1 

1 

tJ:?eory in the 1920 '5 by helping to st.imulate "the recovery 

\ 
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of the philosaphical dimension in Marxism." (Martin Jay, 

The Dialectical Imagination: ~ 'History ~ ~ Frankfurt 

School and the Institute ~ Social Research, 1923-1950 , 

(latonto: Lit t 1 e, B r 0 wn, 1 9 73), p. 4 2 . Of the many 

) 
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otqer figures from this period of Marxist renewal; perhaps 

Karl Korsch is the most significant. H1S work is not 

addressed in this thesis. 

8 Le miroir ~ ~ production: ou l'illusion critique 

du materialisme historique (Tournai: Casterman, 1973). 

English translation: The Mirro!' ~ Production, tr. and 

introd., Mark Poster (St. Louis: Telos Press. 1975). 

AlI further references ta thlS work will be to this trans-

latlon, appearing in the text as (M.P.) AlI cltations 

from French texts are translated by me, except where other-

wise indicated. 

9 "1' R k' Kar 15 acevs 15, in an interesting article, claims 

t h a t " Bau d r i 1 1 a rd' s pro j e c t l s, i n the ma in, a qua r rel w i th 

the intellectuals." This i5, of course, true in the se~se 

that it is true of aIl renegade thinkers. But l think it 
L 

confuses Baudrillard with Foucault, for it is Foucault, 

not Baudrillard, who believes that lntellectuals are "a 

class or caste continuously engaged in socializing, pollti-

cizing, acculturating the masses." Racevskis misses the 

sense of Baudrillard's critique of structuralism (and of 

Marxism). For Baudrillard, structurallsm is not really a 

false theory, but'a description of the way meaning is 

actually organized in what Marcuse calls "one-dimensional 

s9ciety." ",T h eTh e 0 r e tic a 1 V i oIe n c e 0 f a Ca tas t r 0 phi cal 

Strategy," Diacritics (September, 1979). p. 41. 
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10 Jean 8auch;il l·ard , De la sfduction (Paris: Editions 

Ga1ilêe, 1919). 

Il Samuel Beckett, Three Novels ~ Samuel Bec~ett: 

Molloy; Malone Dies; The' Unnameable; trans. Patrick Bavles 

in collaboration vith the author. (New York: Grove Press, ,. 
1955, 1956, 1958), p. 26. 

.. 



1 , 
• 
i 

; 
~ 

1 
! 
t 
! 
f-
I; 

i • f' 
i , 

i ., 
i 
1 

1 
t 

o 

,. 

i 

CHAPTER l 

THE BASIC CONCEfTS: APPROAcHES TO THE OBJECT 

The Significance of th~ Comm6dity 

The Value of the sign: 
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A Note on the Theme c)'f· Rel.fication in French 
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Baudrillard's works have focused from the béginning 

.on ~he aesthetic statu~-ftnd ideQlogical raIe of abjects 

in society. 
./.. 0 

ln his first book, Le systeme des objets 

(1968), the reference in the title to the possibility of 

analyzing a "system" of objects draws clearly from two 

traditions of social theory which had yet ta be b~ought 

together on this theme: the Marxist theory of the commo-

dit y in cap1talist society and the structuralist analysis 

of systems of social signification. The first level'of 

thi-s relationship can be stated as follows: Baudrillard 

has resorted to the analytic techniques of semiological 

criticism in order to flesh out categories of critical 

theory such as "exchange value," "-commodity fetishism," 
. 

"reification," and "culture industry" (the term favoured 

by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer to designate the 

emergence i~ the 1940's and 1950's of the "consumer soci-

et y"). Unfortunately, the communication between critical 

theory and structuralisrn ha~1. beenpdirect at best, anà 

there is by no means an exac\~ between concepts which 

coi n cid e i n s h are d' t e rm s 1 i k e "s y ste m '0" "s u b j e ct," !' 0 b -

j ec t," and "ideo 10gy • " Indee d th e i r r e spec t'i ve r e acHng s 

of Marx are quite'different at several crucial points. 

17 

n~J '! 

In view of thé~- difficulties,' l sha-ll introduce the theme 

of the social object in separate sections devoted to. cri­

tical theory and structuralism respectively:--'--1n the third 

section of this chapter, 1 sball outline briefly some re-
, ~ 

lated themes prominent on the French postwar inte11ectual 

seene. 

, / 

t 
1 
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TRE COMMODITY 

Karl Marx defined commodities as ""something two-

fold, bath obj-ects of uti..lity, and . depositories 
~" 

of val?--~' - in othe:' ~ord,s, as both us~ jvalues and 

exc~ge values.
l 

The use value of a co~modity is its 

aspect as "an object outside ils. a th,i~g that by its pro-
l 

perties satisfies human !ants of some sort or aqother." 

p. 35) According to Marx, the~e can,be no 

which does not comprise some use value. But 

there can be U$e values which are not commod~tie~, because 
> , 

th e 'commod i ty i saI s 0 an exchange va 1 ue. and the exchange-

value df an object is never ~nt~insic ta the ~bject itse~f~ 

"lurn and examine a single ~ommodit:ly .•• as we will. 

lt seems impossible ta grasp lt «i.e., t::xchange value»." 

(Capital, p. 47) 

Value • ~ ~es not stalk about with a label 
deS'cribing 'what it is. lt is value. rather, 
th~t converis every product into a social 
h'ieroglyph ic . We, try to dec ipher the 
hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of our 
o wn s 0 c...i a 1 pro duc t s; for t 0 s ta, m pan ob j e c t 
of utility as a value, is just as much a social 
p'roduct as language.... (Capital, p • .74) 

For Marx, this "secret," in abbreviated form, is 

labour. "Ruman labour-power in motion . creates va-

lue, but 1s not itself value. lt becomes value only in its 

congealed state, when embodied in the form of some abject." 

(Capital, p. 51) Consequently, exchange value, unlike 
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use value, is ",an abstraction, and '''the exchange of 

commodities is evidently an act characterized by a total 

abstraction from use-value." (Capital, p. 37) Exchange-

value has no relation to the particularity of the object; 

it lS the common proPQrty of aIl objects produced in 

capitalist society, i.e., an "expression" of "the labour-

time socially necessary for its production," (Capital, 

p. 39) or "abstract human labour." The result of this 

-fact, Marx argued, is that "«exchange-,. value can only 

manifest itself in the social relation of commodity to 

commodi ty. " (Capital, p. 47) In fact, if use values 
' .... 

are, in a sense, the substance of objects, exchang~ value 
" 

is the ~ which makes them interchang-eable, delivers 

them ov~r to a SYstem of exchans_e- which is indifferent to ~ 
• ~ t 

f.· 

the concrete qualities of objects as such. But what makes 

the system complete - what closes it into the ful~y-

d..eveloped capitals it, forros - is the commodiiication of 
~ 

labour itself. When ~he sy stem 0 f exc hange va lue achi eve s 

this level of autonomy, the commodit~, as' an element ln 

'that system, appears to forsàke aIl reference to its ori-

glns in" human labour, and becomes "a very queer thing, 

abounding in met:aphysical subtleties and th~'ological nice-

ties." (Capital, p. 71) Marx describecl this subterfuge 

'0 f the 0 b j e c tas " c 0 mm 0 cl i ~ y f e t i shi sm. Il 

Critical theory may be s~id td' have, b~-gufi," if not 
. . 

vith Marx himself, then with Georg Lukacs' adoption of 

Marx's theory of co~m.odity fetishism' as the bas'is for a; 

theory of capitalist socio-cultural development as a pro-

1 , 
1 1 

1 

1 

j 



( 

(> 

. • ... 

cess of "reification." \~ his classic work on Marxist 

philosophy, History and Class Consciousness,2 Lukacs was 

20 

attempting to move away from the positivistlc and economi-

stie tendencies of institutionalized Marxism which had 

developed since the Second In~ernati~nal and the Bolshevik 

Revolution. The theory of reification, set forth in the 

long essay, "Reification and the Proletariat," was a 

brilliant elaooration on Marx's classic chapter on "The 

Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret thereof" in 

Capital. 

In the metaphor of fetishism, Marx was of course 

• 
restating the theme of the producer's alienation from his 

own product-tn the cap-italist system of production. The 

worker's labour reappea~ed as an alien and hostile force, 

in the form Q..f capital, or accumulated exchange value .. 

ln short, the frlfits of his own labour were turned against 

him. 
?> 

But the term "fetishism" also seemed ta allude to the 

cognitive problems posed by the capitalist system. Clearly, 

the conseq,uences of the rise of the exchange value system 

were not only social, but epistemological. In a sense, there­
-' 

fore, Marx was not only explaining how the capitalist sys-

tem worked, but accounting for previo ll s failures to under­, 
stand i t. Such, at any rate, was Georg Lukâcs' reading of 

Capi tal. 

lt ls stil,1 debated to what extent Marx wished to 

carry the fet1sh metaphor beyond the production m~del of 

a subject making an object - to apply it to the "communi-

catiôn" model of subjects interacting with subjects in 

• 

'1 

• , 
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society generally. Marx made frequent use in Capital of 

a number of highly suggestive phrases: 

commod i ties ;" (p. 52) (empha sis added) 

"the 1 anguage of 

"the enigmatical 

character of the equ,valent form which escapes the notice 

of the bourgeois polLtical econamist;" Cp. 57) " the 

mystical character of commodities;" (p. 71) "the magic 

and necramancy which surrounds the products of }.abour «in 

21 

capitalist society,.;" Cp. 76) the "riddle" of the commodity, 

the commodity as a lIsocial hieroglyph," and so on. 

Along with this, he conjured up a picture of the capitalist 

world as, in part, "an immense accumulation of commodi-

ties;" (Capital, p. 35) and he described the realm of com-

modities as a kind of society within society, with a life 

of its own, interacting with itself, aIl to the amazement 

of the human anlooker. "The relation of the producers to 

the s u m t 0 t a lof the i r 0 wn 1 ab 0 uri s pre sen t e d t 0 the mas 

a social relation, existing not be"tween themselves, but 

between the products of their labour." (Capital, p. 72) 
J 

"Their own social action takes the form of the action of 

objects, which rule the producers instead of being ruled 

by them. 1l (Capital, p. 75) It seems clear that Marx 

wanted his critique to embrace not only the commodification 

o fla b 0 u r and the d ire c t me cha n i s m S 0 f exp loi ta t ion 1 but 

aIso, at least, the aiiellated character of exchange rela-
, 

t ionsh ip s as such. The s ta tement 0 f the me tapho r, the 

sense of the displacement of meaning from one realm to 

another, appears over and over in the text: "The mutual 

relations of the producers " Marx says again, 'ttake 

f 
1 
• 
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the form of a social rélation between the products." 

(Capital, p. 72) 

Now, there are, very broadly, two schools of. inter-

pretation with regard te the theme of fetishism in this 

Itmature" wOfk of political economy. The first, which 

Lukacs and later critical theorists wished t!o refute, 

treats commodity fetishism as a kind of "veil" which i5 

torn aside as soon as Marx' s explanaFion is grasped. This 

is supported by Mllrx's own forc.efully reductive termino-

10gy, in whic.h "the characters who appear on the economic 

stage are but the personifications- of the economic rela-

tions that, exist between them." (Capital, p. 85) But 

Marx also stated that his own discovery (of abstract hUJp.an 

labour, and its general form of equivalence) "by no means 

dissipates the mist threugh which the social character 

of labour appears ~ ~ ~ be an objective character ~ the 

products themselves." (Capital, p. 74) (emphasis added) 

And Marx seemed to grant the illusion of this "objective 

character" a measure of historical, if ambiguous, reality, 

when he stated, for e~ample: 

The life process of society, which is based on 
the process of material production, does not 
strip off its mystical veil until it i8 treated 
as production by freely associated men, and is 
consciously regulated by them in accordance with 
a settled plan. (Capital, p. 80) 

Marx's "my~t.ical veil" was nevertheless an embodied mystical 

1 
veil - embodied in real social relations which, ipso facto, 

would not "dissipate" until the social system itself was , 
3 

fundamentally altered. 



1 

.. 

ft .... . 

23 

Lukacs seized on the implication that the commodity 

ru 1 e cl m 0 r eth a n jus t the e con 0 mie l ,i f e 0 f cap i t a li s t ~ 0 c i -

et y, and transformed it into the key to a socio-philosophi-

cal interpretsi'tion of Marx's W'ork. Casting the whole 

issue in Weberian terms as a ~crisis of understanding, Lukâcs 

attempted to show that the commodity in fully~developed 

capitalist society'was becoming "the universal structuring 

principle" and that the "commodity structure" could 

"penetrate society in~l its aspects and remo'uld 

. ., . ,,4 
1t ln ltS own lmage. 

The problem of commodities must not be consi­
dered in isolation or even regarded as the cen­
tral problem in economics~ but as the central. 
s t rue t ur al p rob 1 e m 0 f ,c api t a li sm in a Il i t s 
aspects. On1y in this case can the structure 
of commodity-relations be made to yield a 
model of all the objective forms of bourgeois 
sdciety together with all the subjective forms 
c-orresp~nd ing t 0 them. 5 

.To the extent that the emergence of the commodity form 

signalled a gradual but "thorough-going capitalist ration­

alization oL society as a whole,,,6 Lukacs desc.ribed the 

process generically as "reification," and uncovered its 

Î-nfluence even in th~ forma of cognÎ-t;on themselve\. a. . 

they wère expressed in the classic antinomies of "bourgeois" 

thought. What appeared to economists, soeiologists and 

phi los 0 p h ers a san 0 p a que " se e 0 n d na tu r e , n W ~ th i t S 0 wn 

intrinsic laws of movement. Lukâcs would eonceive as a 

dynamie, historieal total ity, the product of a human agency 

which had not yet comé to grips with its own constitutive 

powers, not yet aehieved true, historical self-consciousness . 

, 

,. 
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Lukacs,' attempt to recla1m the Hegelian dialectic for 

historical materialism, and thereby to restore the consti­

tutive role of the subject in Marxist philosophy ~as 

greeted st the time with mixed feelings in the Communist 

establi~hment, but it had a profound influence on members 

of what came to be known as the Frankfurt School who were 

interested in pfoble~s of culture in Capitalist society. 

In particular, this perspective was adopted by Max 

Horkheimer, the director of the Institute for Social 

Research, in his progtammatic essay "Traditiona1 and 

Critical Theory;,,7 but it exercised an enduring influence 

~n other writers associated with the Institute, such a's 

Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse.
8 

and also Walter Benjamin. 

In France, after the Second World War, Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty devoted an important chapter of Adventures 

of the Dialectic to Lukâcs' work, and described the tra-

dition which Lultâcs had inaugurated as "Western Marxism.,,9 

lt should also be noted that Lukâcs' History and Class 

Consciousness, in which he elaborat~d the theory of reifi-

cation, became available in F~ench translation more than 

d b f ' d ' l' h 10 a deca e e ore 1t appeare 1n· Eng 1S • His work was 

given much consideration by prominent Marxist and neo-

Marxist think,ars associated with the Arguments group, such 

as Kostas Axelos. pierre Fougeyrollas, Edga~ Morin and 

Henri Lefebvre, wh~ a1so translated and discussed the work 

of critical theorists such as Herbert Marcuse.
ll 

However, 

Lùkacs' boldly anthropocentric schema was not received weIl 

among French structuralists, who were beginning to dominate 

----. __ ...-.~. ~ ... ~ ........ ~ -- ~ 

, 
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the intellectual scene at tbis time. Louis Althusser, 

for exampl'e. denounced Lukacs' theory of the historieal 

mission af the proletariat as an anachranistic avatar of 

Hegelian subject-object identity, and 1inked his "humanism" 

with Marx' s "immature" Paris Manuscripts, although these 

had still not been published in 1923, the year Lukacs 

w 0 r k e d 0 u t h i sin ter pre t a t ion 0 f Mar x . l 2 Fur the r ma r e , 

. 
Althusser viewed Marx's chapter on commodity fetishism in 

Capital as a regression from his "mature," pt'oduction-

centered "science," characterizing it as "regrettable" 

because n a l1 the theoreticians of alienation and reifica-

tion have faunded their idealist interpretations on 

it Al t hus se r e;.orrec t Iy a rgued tha t the the 0 ry 

of reification - at least as Lukacs had presented it 

would ground the critique of political economy in the 

experience of the subject. He bitterly opposed any such 

perspective, and dec1ared this "last trace.f Hegelian 

influence" an anamolous intrusion on the "correctif analysis 

of the capitalist system. Nevertheless, it should be 

pointed out that Lucien Goldmann, an important Marxist 

sociologist and literary critic who pIayed a significant -raIe in the structuralist movement. was perhaps Lukâcs' 

mast persistent advocate in France during the 1960'8. 14 .. 

J 

l 
1 
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THE VALUE OF THE S IGN 

In contrast to the critical theorist's &tt,ention to 

problems of reification and alienation in society. the 

structuralists have tended to emphasize the active function 

of the object in any subject-object !'dialectic." No doubt, 

this i5 one way of grasping the mutual hostility of 

Hegelian and structuralist thought. But, aS l shall be 

arguing throughout, it ls also the basis for an extremely 

interesting counterp&int in Baudrillard's early work , up 

to and including The Mirror of Production (1973). Struc-

t ur a lis m d·o· e s no t s e r v e mer e 1 y a s a f 0 il for cri tic a l 

theol'·Y. in Baudrillard's work; it also provides a method 

for interpreting the commodity culture posited by critical 

theory, and thus for exploring the ttphysiognomy" of reifi-

cation. In the \Vords of Theodor Adorno: 

Life transforms itself into the ideology of 
reification . Hence, the task of criticism 
must be not 80 much to search for the particular 
interest-group ta which cultural phenomena are 
to be assigned, but rather ta' decipher the gen­
eral social tendencies which are expressed in 
these phenomena . .. Cultural criticism must 
become social physiognomy.15 

For Baudrillard, the key to this task lies in the character-

istically structuralist inflection of the language paradigme 

The structuralist perspective on the social object 

can be traced back to the work of Durkheim and Mauss in 

Primitive Classification: 

.. ..... , 
" 
, 

~ 
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lt was because men were grouped, and thought 
of themselves in the form of groupa, that in 
their ideas they grouped other things, and 
in the beginning the two modes of grouping were 
merged to the point of being indistinguishable. 
Moieties were the first genera, clans the first 
species. Things were thought to be integral 
parts of society, and it was their place in so­
ciety which determined their place in nature ,16 

This hypothesi~ of an intimate bond between social organi-

zation and the social meaning of objects reappeared in 

Lévi-Strauss 1 s Totemism and in The Savage ~.17 The 

significB:nce of his approach, however, lay in another di-

rection from Durkheimian functionalism: the abject would 

no longer appear as a homogeneous, unified "thing)" but 

as a type of meaningful relation - in other words. as a 

sign. This was crucial to Lévi-Strauss's approach not 

on 1 y bec au sei t su g g es t.e d a lin k b e t we e n s y ste m S 0 f ex-

change and systems of meaning ,(such as myth), but because 

for Lévi-Strauss "the pro~otion of the abject to the rank 

of sign,,18 encapsulated the immemorial transition from 

nature to culture which inaugurated aIl societies, and 

language itself. Taking inspiration from Marcel Mauss 1 s 

tlprecept that all social phenomena can be assimilated to 

19 ' language," Lévi-Strauss declared: "Whatever the moment 

and circumstances of its appearance in the chain of animal 

life, language could only have been born in one fell swoop . . 
Things could not have begun to signify progressively.,,20 

In effect, it was as if a sudden convergence of signifier 

and signified had carved up the mute world into discrete 

entries in a limitless and circulating 1exicon. Objects 

, • '$ 

1 
f 
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were immediately social, immediately endowed with 

significance. 

In answer to the question "whether all phenomena in 

which social anthropology i8 interested really do manifest 

them'selves as signs. sueh as a stock of tools, various 

techniques lt and modes of production and 
. ,,21 

consumptlon. 

LEvi-Strauss replied that lia stone axe can be a sign 

«insofar ast it takes the place of the different implement 

22 
which another society employs for the same purpose." 

One cannot study the "gods without k.nowing their 
icons; rites without analyzing the objects and 
the substances which the officiant makas or mani­
pulatesj social rules independently of the things 
which correspond to them If men communi-
cate by means of symbols and signs, then, for 
anthropology everything is symbol and sign, 
when it acts as intermediary between two sub­
jects. 23 

This was effectively a 'proposaI to develop the "science 

that studies the life 2! signs within society," whose pro-

24 
vince had been "staked out in advance" by Saussure. But 

l' 

if the territory was conceded without struggle, there were 

nevertheless several pockets of resistance which lingered, 

and Bau d r i lIa r d wou 1 d ma k eth es e in t 0 r e fer e ri cep 0 in t s for 

the themes of critical theory. 

Umberto Eco has described the es·sence of the semiologi-

cal approach in the following words: "A cultural unit lS 

defined inasmuch as it is placed ln a system of other 

cultural units which are opp-osed to it and CirCtllilSCribe it. 

We are concerned with values which issue 
. 25 

from a system." 

, - '* i 
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In, fact, this deceptive"ly straightforward statement 

contains a very complex problematic. To begin with, for 

the concept of. the sign ta be generally applicable 1.n the 

way Lévi-Strauss suggests, it must be conceived as an 

essentially arbitrary unit of meaning. This leads the 

struetwralis t, in turn, ta posit meaning as a funetion of 

the systematicity of signifying elements. If stracturalism 

.",,' 
were to transcend the level of truisms, it had ta argue 

that the meaning of anything functioning as a sign must 

derive from the differences between the elements of a 

conventional system of signification. This !eads to a 

rather intractable ambiguity. For on the one hand, meaning 

appears ta be an endowment of the system - it cornes, in 

a manner of speaking, from the "abject" or slgn, but not 

from what the sign "refers" to, insofar as that appears ta 

be loeated outside 
26 

the system. Bu t if it is the "system" 

which "motivates" the sign relationship (signifier/signifi-

e(i), in the absence of a fune t ioning ref e rent. there st-il! 

remains sorne question as ta the motivation of the system. 

.. 

In short, either there is sorne agent outside the sytem. which 

constitutes the system, or else the system itse!f, as a 

whole -- as a determinant structure -- lS not arbitrary, 

but "natural," "given." 

It is in the latter sense that structura!ism tends ta 

posit the immediacy of systems and the derived character 

of intentionality and human agency in general. But l have 

hedged this objectivism around with the caveat of "tenden-

cy" bec'ause in fact there is an ambiguity in the structura-

.. 4* Ci 
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list notion of "system" .which overlaps the epistemological 

status of the structuralist's "madel-building" activity. 

Most accounts of the "structuralist activity" have a some-
-

what rationalist character. The 'mode 1 con s truc t ed by the 

observer is conceived as abstracting the essential and 

eliminating continuous features sa that the model is forma! 

and its elements are aIl discrete, allowing for substitu-

27 tions and variations within the system. As Roland 
• 

Barthes explained: 

Structure is . actually a simulacrum of 
the object The imitated abject makes 
something appear which remained invisible or, 
if one prefers, unintelligible in the natural 
ob j e ct. S t ru c"t u raI ma n t a k est he' r e al, de -
composes it, then recomposes it ~ The 
simulacrum i8 intellect added to obJect . 28 

From this point of view, structure implies a constituting 

activity. But does this intentional character of the 

"simulacrum" apply aIs@. to systems whi,ch the structuralist 

cannot claim to have constructed, such as a "linguistic 

system," or the "system of exchange value"? It is not 

clear that the structuraIist's models of such "objective" 

8 Y ste m s are a l 8 0 0 b j e ct ive; con ver sel y, the cri tic a 1 the 0,-

rist would point out that th'e objective c:haracter of the 

systems themselves --, especially of the signifying systems 

with which semiology is so fascinated -- appear5 to be an 

extrapolation from the formaI, systemic and discrete qua-

Iities of the structuralist's mod'el -- in sum, the object-

. . f . . 29 
~ve systems are re~ ~cat~ons. 

Q " ces a, 

1 
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. Now, as Lévi-Strauss has stated, "The notion of 

st ru ct ure ha sas t rue tu r e • ,,3 0 
And it is, accordin~ to 

"--

one commentator on Lévi-Strauss, ultimately to the (uni-" 

veral) structure of the human unconscious which the struc-

turalist 's model must refer if the model itself is to make 
..., 

.. 1-:: - 31 
any sense. Thus. structures and stru~al models appear 

to be both consubstantial with the obser~ object, and at 

odds with it. Although they are about the \bject, they 

are alsp, in a sense, the abject itself: 

Structural analysis is confronted with a 
strange paradox, well-known ta the linguist: 
the more distinct the apparent structure, 
the more difficult it becomes to grasp the 
deep cunconscious» structure, because consc­
ious and deformed models are interposed as 
obstacles between the observer and his ob­
ject. 32 

Lévi-Strauss presents his model as a hidden plane of tqe 

observed reality. 

still intervenes. 

~ 

Yet an element of constructed formality 

As he says, "Social relati"ons consist 

of raw materials out of which the models making up the 

social structure are built, while social structure can, 

by no means, be reduced to the ensemb le of, the social re­

lations to be described in a given society . .,33 Here, 

structure functians bath a(s the determining property of 

human objectifications - a kind of all-e'lnbracing code -

and as a construct of the anthropologist which refers to 

them. In effect, Lévi-Strauss writes as if actual social 

relations ("raw material"," "canscious and deformed models") 

are an abstraction compared ta his putative structur"al 

1 

1 

1 
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32 

model (tlsocial structure"). ~,e gives no hint that the· 

danger of reduction ma)' be proce-èding in the oppos.ite 

cl ire c t ion, in th a the i s a t te m p tin g t 0 as s i m'i lat e a c tua 1 

soc i aIr e lat ion s t 0 the m 0 deI 0 f n soc i aIs t rue t u'r e • " • 
It is precisely to the extent that this epistemo'logy 

ranges in a limbo between embadiment and abstraction that 

Baudrillard has placed the semiological approach in the 

" service of a critical interpre,tation of contemporary cl,ll-

C ture. But in order to achieve this, Baudrillard has:! to 

purge structuralism of its claim to uncover an,ideal sys-

te ma tic i t yan 'cl t 0 r e in ter pre t th i sel a i ru in ste a d a s are s-

P?nse to the ord~red abstraction Qf commodity culture and 

the self-regu,lating impersonality of systems of exchange 
• 

and of signification in coruplex, neo-capitalist societies. 

In this sense, the formaI elements of sti'ucturai analysis 
,; 

the arbitrary nature of --the sign, the constitutive status 
, 

of the system (as opposed ta its user). and th'e manipulation 

of diScrete, fungible terms ac'cording to the' rubis of a 

code - appear in Baudri11ard's analysis as embodied fea-

tures of commodity culture and contemporary social experi-

ence. In Le système ~ objets, Baudrillard proposed these 

aspects of the sign as historicall'y relative characterist-

ics of th'e obj ect emerging in the age of stand~rdized pro-

duction and mass consumption whose consequences for the 

experience and meaning of social existence couid in part be 

deciphered through. semtological reconstruction. This meant , 

that Baudrillard would treat' the strutture of the sign, its 

.L 
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syste'ic autonomy, and,its tendeney to favour metonymie 

relations of meaning, a~ properties of modern"t::ulture , 

rather than as inherent andoexciusive feat~re of aIl so­

cial significati~n. 'Hence, the sign becomes for 

BaudrUlard a kind of structu;ral moder" oL,reification; 

l' , 

33 

(Critique, p. 163) and strueturalism presents itself 'some-

what equivocally as both intexpretans and interpretant. 

But it ia important in thia context to recognize that 

Baudrillard i8 no longer concerned with structuralism as 

,a particular a,octrine-, but as a eultur.al expression of 

the generalized appeal of social theories stressing the 

, ~eterminant powers of form, s'trueture, system, arder, re-

gul~tjty and pattern. In this light, ta use one example, 
~. 

" 
Ma rfttall .. 1'lcLuhan 's popular slogan, "th e med i um i s the 

" message," appears as ".t,he very formula of a~ienation in 

h · 1 . tt 34 a tee n1ca soc1ety. Aeeordïng ta Baudrillard, McLuhan's 

hypotheses about social communicati,on are "worth reexamin­

ing" beeause of the w'fy t~ey Beem to refleet and eonfirm 

the lI a bstraction" of social ~ife througn the "imposit.ion 

of models." 
, 

(Critique, p. 175) 
.. 

• 

D 
d' 

" , 

o 

.~~"'J~--------'" -. 

l: -
1 

• 



( 

o 

,~. 

1 

t 

\ 

.. 

A NOTE ON THE THEME OF REIFICATION IN FRENCH LITERATURE 

AND SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY 

34 

Apart from structuralism and critical theory, however, 

there were other, ~ore general and secular SOurces for 

Baudr~llard's orientation to,ard soc~al abject. Perhaps 

the most important of these was the widespread bélief, in . , 
postwar France, that American capitalist culture bore w[th-

in itself universalizing and levelling tendencies which 

were quickly spreading ta the -Continent. Together with 

~the appearance of television (which was still very graduaI 

in France in the early nineteen sixties, in contrast with 

. ') 35 . 1 . k Br ~ ta:Ln, the rap ~d y exp and ~ng ma r et for mass-produced 

commodities was perhaps the most potent symbol of thls 

cultural transition. France has for sorne time been notot-
.,' 

ious for the ~ower of its technocrats and the rapid pace 

'J 

of its modernization programs in industry, energy and archi-

tecture. The destruction of Les Halles and its replacement • 
by an imposing new "cultural centre" named in honour of the 

late' President Pompidou re.mains one of the most prominent 

36 
signs of the entire "modernizing" trend. 

.. 

In r e spa n set 0, th i s pro ces s. the t:; e wa s age ne raI 

movement within French social theory during the decades 

af te r the war to d raw . a t ten tian to the growing impove'r ish-' 

ment of "everyday life." At the center of this tèndency 

was the eminent philosopher,sociologist and ex-member of 

tbe Fr encb C omm'un i s t Pa rty, Henri Lef ebvre, one (Jf 

~ 
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Baudrillard' s colleagues at the University of parisr"\.:;rre). 

Lefebvre published a series of books on the th'e-m-ê" of 

everyday life after the war. 37 drawing nGt only on the 

insights of critical theory, but, to a certain extent, 

on the language paradigm favoured by the structuralists 

although he persistently critjcized their objectivist 

orientation and authored a series of rebuttals ta Althusser. 38 

In Marxist circles in generai (outside the Cp) there was 

an outcry in defense of the "particular" (as against the 

r a.t ion a l 0 r He gel i an" uni ver saI" ) wh i ch par a Il e l e d similar, 

though earlier developments in critical theory. Th-is was 

reflected especially ln certain tendencies of structuralism 

typified by the work of Roland Barthes, but also in the 

attempts to synthesize Marxism and phenomenology or exist-

entialism. In his lengthy Critique 2i Dialectical Reason, 

Jean-Paul Sartre wanted to combine the specificity of 

micrological analysis with the totalizing sweep of Marxian 

dialeçtic, and cited Lefebvre's "progressive-regressive 

h Il fI' h' h' 39 met od as a means 0 accomp 18 lng t 18. 

Not far removed from this activity was the work of 

two other gr06ps which acbieved some notoriety in the 1960's. 

One was the Socialisme ~ Barbarie collective, which in-

cluded Cornelius Castoriadis. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard and 

: 40 
Claude. Lefort. a studênt of Merleau-Ponty. In cannec:tion 

vith 'Baudrillard, their work - particularly thaot ,of 

Castoriadis -- ia mast significant for its growing awareness 

of certain repressive dimensions in Marx's work. The other 

was the SituatiQoiste Internationale, a neo-Surrealist anti-

'1 
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organization which included activist students such as 

Raoul Vaneigem, and Guy Debord, who published al scathing 

attack on the commodification of culture, entitled La 

société du spectacle, in 1967. 41 

Many of these writers, including Baudrillard and 

Lefebvre, became involved in one way or another in the 

extraordinary "eruption" - "les événements de mai" --

36 

during the spring of 1968, when university students evolved 

a sustained and demonstrative protest directed at De Gaulle's 

regime -- which was nearly toppled -- and against what was 

perceived as~the mindless conformism of the consumer society. 

Although the focus of the general strike which ensued be-

came increasingly conventional as the large trade, unions 

became involved, the overriding issue, as far as the stu-

dents were concerned, was the semantic crisis of capitalism. 

Students compared the irrelevance of much of their univer- \ 

sity training to the meaningless routine of most productive 

~abour; and many workers agreed with this analysis, scaling 
, 

their demands toward a wholesale reorganization of work 

relationships and working environments. 

Many of the issues of the ~trike came 1n a,direct 

line of descent from the Surrealists, whose politicized 

aeathetic, enunciated in su ch manifestoes as Andr~ Breton's 

"Surrealist Situation of the Object," combined easily with 

the argument of Marcuse and others that the commod~ty cùl~ 

ture falsified human desires and stif~ed the creative im-

pulse to trànsform the statua quo and humanize the political 

,process. 42 lt w&s from the perspective of a Marxism fused 

... 
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37 

with existentialist and Surrealist values that many involved , 

in the uprising would interpret the structuralist movement 

as an ideological expression of technocratie conseiousness 

and authoritarian order. The eonnection was perceived es-

pecially in the structuralists' tendency to set aside or 

abolish the issue of linguistic and symbolic referençe, and 

• 
to reduce human and social activities to closed signifying 

systems, thus "autonomizing" their own discourse in a self-

justifying 

s~rategies 

and s~lf-referential circle reminiscent of the 
1 

. 43 
of bureaucratlc power. 

No one had anticipated this response to structuralism 

more than Henr/i Lefebvre, who located the "decline of 

referentials,,44 as a major feature of the "bureaucratie 

society of controlled consumption," and of a "discarded, 

decayed, functionalized, strueturalized and 'specialized' 

everyday life . ." from whieh fla cry of loneliness 

rises the intolerable loneliness of unceasing commu-

. .' d' f . ,,45 nleatlon an ln ormatlon. It was in fact Lefebvre who 

had coined the term "everyday life" and who had been one 

f 
. t .• 

of the lrst to calI for responslble Marxlst analyses of 

modern culture in France, which he then pursued himself in 

a series of books which eulminated in ~ vie quotidienne 

dans le monde moderne. published the same year as 

Baudrillard's Le syst~me des objets. Although Lefebvre was 

weIl knawn for his hostili:,~ ta' s~\ucturalism, like Paul 

Ricoeur he demonstrated tha~ i~ wa) possible to appropriate 
~ ; 

many of its insights without kuccu.bing to its neo-positi-
~ J ~""=---.._ ...... 

vist epistemology. Lefebvre ~id not deny that a certain 
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cooperation between linguistic, aesthetic and anthropolo-

gieal views was proving fruitful in the study of "neo­

capitalist K46 culture, and he integrated these into his 

own critical sociology. 

Lefebvre's somewhat Lukâcsian motif was the fragment-

ation of society into progressively more specialized par-

tial and disconnected systems; everyday life itself had 

already become the stagnant backwater in this constellat-

ing process. Even language was suecumbing to the tendency 

to break up into separa te spheres of interest of increas-

ingly unrelated content: communication in everyday life, 

aecording to Lefebvre, was marked by the growing preval-

f · l 47 ence 0 Slgna s. This observation ,drew not only from 
" 

Lefebvre's own special concern with the dehumanization of 

the urban environment, with its automated inefficiency, 

but from the prolific growth of an anonymous commodity 
" 

, . 

culture. "We are surrounded by emptiness, but it is an emptin~ss 

filled with signs," he declared. 48 The connexion with 

what Roland Barthes had said in Mythologies with its 

apparently eccentric but illuminating collection of 

feuilletons devoted t~ various items of modern popular 

culture, seems obvious now. But whereas Barthes, from 

a resolutely structuralist point'of view, saw the "refer-

ential illusion" as the essence of ideologieal thinking 

in Western cultures, (of which realism in literature was 

b u-t 0 n e e x am p 1 e), Le f e b v r e sa w the If de e lin e 0 f r e fer en t i a l s " 

as an historieal phenomenon intimately bound up with the 

ongoing dissolution' of traditional society, the ominous 

cas 

.... 

.. 
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"progress" toward a cybernetic civilization and the 

( realization of the structuralist obsession with reified 

systems, self-regulating order. 

The therne of declining (or illusory) linguistic .and 

symbolic powers of reference has always been near the 

heart of the various rhetorics of social and conceptual 

" cri sis , ~' It was Husserl's preoccupation when he proposed 

a science of the lebenswelt which would restore the pre-

scientific experience of the world as the ground of natural 
.j 

and mathematical knOwledge,49 Ex i ste n t i a lis m h a d a] r e a d y 

begun to thematize the issue as a crisis of collective 

i 

1 
faith; the sense of the "arbitÏ'ary" as li decisive new di-

mension of social lif~ was summed up in the concept of the 

absurd, and situated histor~ically in the suggestion that 

God had died sometime during the nineteenth cent':lry. And, 

aithough positivism's reaction to these problems was per-

haps best expressed in the name positivism itaelf, it 

bol d 1 Y j 0 in e d the dis eus sion w i th cha r g es ab 0 ut the me an in g-

les'sness of traditional references and with proposaIs for 

a new language to suit the age. From this point of view~ l 
it is possible to see structuraiism as, in part. one of 

the heirs of the positivist program. 

Writers Iike Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, and 

la'ter, in France, Henri Lefebvre, attempted to situate 

these debates on the more mundane ,level of experience in 

ordinary life. Viewing the whole problem of reference in 

o the structured historical perspective of Marx's critique 

of political economy, they interpreted the criais not as 
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the death of meaning. but as a series of shifts in meaning 

which had a concrete basis in changes in social life. mu-

tations in social structure, and developments of "material 

production. " These shifts could be formulated in terms 

of things as well as language. which meant. of course. that 

the emerging "critique of everyday life" could with justi-

fication frequently adopt the point of view of a bygone. 

1 artisanal, and perhaps more genuinely communal era in order 

to gain historie,al perspective on the rise of the "commodity~;=.v 

This emphasis on the communal "other" of capitalism ~; 
was particularly evident in the writings of Georges Bataille, 

whose career. like Henri Lefebvre' s, spanned the period 

before and after the war. and included an early association 

with the Surrealist movement. But what is especially imp-

ortant about Bataille's work, with respect to any interpre-

tation of Baudrillard. i5 his critical perspective on 

classical political economy. from which he did not ultimate-

1y exclude Marx. Bataille was convinced that the essence 

of societal structures prier te capitalism ceuld not be 

deemed "economic" in the sense that the significant social 

abject was always the means of expressing a symbo1ie and 

ritual transcendence ..-: or "transgression" - not, as Marx 

believed. as the means of the material reproduction of 

1 . f 50 
1. e. He disagreed with the standard theory that primi-

tive economies were based on barter and. not unlike L€vi-
• 

strauss, drew on the authority of Marcel Mauss's study of 

The Gift 51 ta formulate a counter-theory of exchange whose 

basia was flnot the need to acquire which cexchangel satis .... 

... 

.. 
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fies today, but the contrary need of destruction and 

"" 10e8." "The a rc ha i c f 0 rtn o'f e xchan ge ha s be en ident if ie d 

by Mauss under the name of potlatch," he pointed out. 52 

In Bataille's view, the primitive relation to the object 

was not consumption. but consumation, a non-rationalizable 

social proceS5 related ta his theory that important mean-

ings could only arise out of nonmeaning, or trom uncodified 
" 

or decodified social materia1. S3 For Bataille, meaning ! 

always arose in and through excess. and excess - or trans-
\ 

gression - was by definition beyond the rational ends of 

production. It was very much in the context of Bataille's 

~ maudite that Baudrillard received Lévi-Strauss's 

theories of primitive exchange as a clue to an alternative 

to exchange based on equivalence in capitalist society. 

But Bataille did not on1y foreshadow the theory of I~j~bol-

ic exchange. His rejection of Western, productivist ~co-

nomies implied that Marx's critique of political economy 

had not gone as far as it shauld in getting ta the r'oot 

f h l · l' S4 ote caplta lst ma alse. 

The Surrealiste were notorious for their fascination 

with the aesthetic possibilities of randomly juxtaposing 

ordinary, everyday objects, and stripping them of their 

utilitarian dimension. As l have already noted, the theme 

of random juxtaposition resurfaced in France after the war 

in the structuralist t~ndency to privilege relations of 

"'" contiguity in general. The watchwords were discontinuity 

and the death of the subject. The relations of meaning were 

arbitrary, not necessary or intentional, and therefore 
1 

1 
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there was no point in trying to ground them in human 

agendy. Taken to an extreme, this emphasis on aleatory 

parataxis could be interpreted as reflecting or conjuring 

up a world entirely devoid of human intentionality -- a 

mere collection or "heap" of things. This was exactly how 

the ~orld appeared in the novels of Robbe-Grillet. 

AC,cording to one critic t Robbe-Grillet's "Nouveau Roman" 

\ seemed ta propose "the idea of a universe in which people 

are merely abjects and abjects are endowed with an almost 

human hostility.,,55 Lucien Goldmann, the Lukacsian socio-

logist and literary c.ritic" attempted to demonstratè that 

56 there was a "rigorous homology" between the structure 

of social reification and the structure of the Nouveau 

Roman. For Goldmann, the analogy between Rob'be Grillet's 

work and the ordinary experience of capitalist society was 

"marked by the appe-arance of an autonomous world of objects. 

with its own structures and its own laws and through which 

alon.!human reality can still ta a certain extent express 

itself."I? Roland Barthes, on the other hand. was less 

disturhed by the social implications of Robbe Grillet's 

aesthetic than by the fact that it seemed to be an attempt 

to vindicate novelistic realism; but he did point out that 

there would be an "inevitable Inference trom the Ihypothe-

ticall non-signifying nature of things to the nonsignifying 

nature of situations and men, ,,58 and added, with a n.ote 

of irony, that "if nature sign,ifies, I.t can be a certain 

acme of culture to make it designify. ,,59 

J- ~-
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The relation between what Goldmann saw as an 

increasingly alienated social experience and the con~erns 

of modern fiction were made even more explicit in a short 

but compelling novel by Georges Perec entitled Les choses$ --
which appeared in 1965 and won the Prix Renaudot.

60 

Les choses depicted a young married couple, Sylvie and 

Jerome, living in a state of almost total absorption in a 

kind of netherworld of commodities, things, objets d'art. 

But the novel's central concern was this demi-monde of 
1 

consumption itself; Sylvie and Jerome only wafted-from 

abject to object. almost unnoticed, merging with the" 

system of objects. Their relationships were qui te liter-

ally "reified." Nothing in the novel esca.ped the metonymic 

terror of things, their differences, their substitutions. 

h · l' h' . h 1 h h 61 t e1r re at10ns 1pS W1t eac Dt er . t 
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Lukacs' theory of reificatlon to aècount for de~elopments 

in American capitalism aince the New Deal. Baudrillard 

• develops Marcuse's concept of "repressive desublimation" 
. . 
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available in the French language. 
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. Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: 

Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of Literature 

(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), p. 18: "Pre-

cisely beeause the individual signs are unmo~ivated, the 

linguist must attémpt to reconstruct the system, which . . 
alone provitdes motivation." 

27 Cullet:, p. 14: "Whatever the rights of the 

linguistic cas'~, for the sèmiologist or stt'ucturalist . 
c_onceItn.ed with the social use of material phenomena the 

r e duc t ion 0 f the con tin u 0 u s t 0 the dis cre t e i s a 'm eth 0 d 0----
logieal step of the first intportance." (emphasis added) 

28 
Roland Barthes, Criti 4 al Essays, trans. Richard 

Howard (Evans ton: Northwestern Univ~rsity Press, 1972), 

pp.·214-15. 

29 See B~udrillard's For ~ Critique ~ the Political 

Economy of the Sign, especially,t,.tle essays "Fetishism and ......---- '\' 
', __ 1 

Ide~gy:' The' Semio 1 og ic a 1 Red~c tian, li and "Towa rds a 

Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign." A similar 

, argument "bas been made by John Fekete in The Critical Twi-

1 igb t: Exptd~ations in the Ideology of Anglo-Amerjcan 

Literary Tbeory from Eliot to McLuban (Lon~on: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1977), pp. 195-97. r am indefbted to his 

formulation of the structural"ist issue. 

30 C}aude L€vi-Strauss, Str~cturalfAnthropOlOgy, tran •• 

Claire Jacobson aod Brooke Grundfest ScRoepf (New York: 

Doubleday, ,1967) t p. 170 . 

. 31 y S' . van l.mOn1.8 » Claude LEvi-Stra~ss ou 
\ -

de l'Inceste": In·troduction ~ Struc'tura)isme (Paris: 

1 , 

.. 
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Aub ier Montaigne, 1968), pp. 170-71. 

32 '-' 1 274 Lev1-Strauss, Structural Anthropo ogy, p. . 

l have altered the tr~nslation slightly to conform to the 

original. Incidentally, Lévi-Strauss's statement brings 

out his affinity with systems thinking on the other side 

of the Atlantic. As Karl W. Deutsch put it, when pre-

scientific notions based on "experiences of the dialogue, 

\ 0 f st r,u g g 1 e. and 0 f hi s t 0 rie a 1 pro ces s" we r e a p pli e cl t 0 

problems of'human "organization: self-sustaining or se1f-

control~ing or, self-enlarging as the case may be . 

the only model used to describe the se processes was human 

society itself" which proved "baffling to those who tried 

to understand it while participating in its confliets." 

(The Nerves of Government: Models of Politi~al Communication. 

and Con t roI ( New Y 0 r k: F'r e e Pre s s, 19 66), pp. 35. 38. 

33 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthrop010gy, p. 271. 

34 Je'an Baudri'rlard, "Compte Rendu de Marshall 

MacLuh'an (sic): Understanding Media: The Extensions of 

Man," L'Homme et la Société, no. 5 (1967), p. 230. 

35 John Ardagh, The ~ France: A Society in Transi-

~, 1945-1977 (oHa'rmondsworth, Middlesex: Pelican Books, 

1977Y, p. 630. 

36 One of Baudrlo'llard's t~bbl' t' recen~~ 1ca loons analyzes 

the n.~ structure very unsympathetically. L'Effet Beaubourg: 

Implosion ~ Dissuasion (Paris: Editions Gali~77). 

<;> 37 The first of these was entitled Critique ,de l!. vie 

qùotidienne 1: 
- .... Introduction (Paris: Grasset, 1947) re-

prin'ted (Paris: L'Arche,1958), A second volume appeared 

v 
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in 1962 under the subtit1ed Fondements d'une sociologie 

de ~ quotidiennété. In 1968, Lefebvre pub1ished La Vie 

Quotidienne dans le Monde Moderne (Paris: Galliinard,1968). 

38 Most of these essays can be found in Lefebvre 

Au deI! du Structuralisme (Paris: Anthropos. 1971). 

39 Sartre exp1ained his plan to use this method in 

Search for .!!. Method, transe Barne\ (New 

York: Vintage, 1968), P., 51. The ina1 French version 

of this work was pub1ished together wi the Critique in 

1960 . 

40 On Socta1isme ou Barbarie, Postwar 

Marxism. pp. 201-209. See a1so, Richard Gombin, The 

Origins ~ Modern Leftism, tranSe .Michael K. Perl (Harmonds-

worth: penguin, 1975), which serveS as a good" introduction 

ta the radical politica1 background of Baudrillard's work. 

41 Guy Debord, La société du spectac le (Paris: Buchet/ 

Castel, 1967); Raoul Vaneigem, Traité du savoir-vivre à 

l'usage des jeunes générations (Paris: Ga'llimard,1967). 

On the Situationists in gameral, see Gombin, Origins, 

passim. The Situationists orga\nized conferences on everyday 

life, practiced "gueri11a theatre" and,- like Socialisme 

~ Barbarie, g'ene ra 11y dis sen t ed ftom the s tai d trad i t iona­

lism' of the mainstream 1eft in France, especially the 

French Com~unist Party. 

42 See André Br,eton, Position. politique è Surréalisme 

(Paris: Denoë1/G.onthier, 1962). 

43 See, for "example, Epistémon (pseudonym), ~ id4es 

sui ~ ebranU la France (Paris: r-
Fayard, 1968)', pp. 26ff. 

fi' 



ü 

() 
, 

...... • .. C .. 0.0 l 

50 

44 
Lefebvre, EverZ da2: Life in the Modern World, 

p"p . 110-127. 

45 
Lefebvre, Everyday Life, 124-125. pp. ---

46 This is Lefebvre 's term. Many words and phrases 

have been coined to suggest the passing of competitive 

industrial ca~italism as Marx understood it. Since 

• Lefebvr~'s solution seems the least prejudicial, l have 

adopte cl i t throughou t. 

47 
Lefebvre, Everyday Life, p. 6.2, 

48 Quoted in Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning 

of Style (London: Methuen, 1979), p. 117. 

49 
Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of Europe'ah Sciences 

and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans. David Carl' 

(Evans ton: Northwestern University Press, 1970). Among 

other things, Husserl vas .concerned about the "superficial-

izatian of mea ing" attendant on the "mathematization of 

natu-!,e tl in letters and with signs 

for ,connections and (such that) ,the original 

thinking which genuinel gives meaning . . 'ls excluded." 

(pp. 4.4,23,46) 

50 For a similar be compared ta 

Baudrillal'd's analysis o'f t art auction in Critique, 

see Cliffo.rd Geertz, "Deep Pl y: Notes on the Balinese 

C 0 c k fi g h t ':' in The In ter pre t a t ion El.. Cul tu r e 8, pp. 4 12 - 4 5 3 • 

51 Marcel Mauss, The ~: Forms and Fune t i ons of 

Exchange in Arehaic Societies, trans. Lan Cunnison and 

in t rod. E. E. Evans-Pri te hard (London: Rou t l edge and Kegan 

Paul, 1969). 
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52 Georges Bataille. L.Lu! m.:dite. prlioUé de la 
-\1- -

notion de depense (Paris: E4
1
itions de Minuit, 1967), p. 

53 See Jacques Derrida, \'From Restricted to General 
\ 

Economy: A Hegelianism witho4t Reserve," iA Writing and 
1 --
1 

31. 

D i f fer e n ce, t ra n s. and in t r 0 d.~ A 1 an Bas s ( Chi c a go: 
1 
i 

Un i ver­
\ 

sity of Chicago Press, 1978), ~p. 251 1277. 

.. 54 Michel Foucault's 1963 Essay on Bataille, "A Pre-
, \ 

face to Transgression," cornes ne'"rest to Bau'drillard's 
\ 

, ' 1 

reading of Bataille in many respeè,s. In particular, the 

following pa'ssage invites close comparison to Baudrillard's 

conclusions about the failure of Marx'! critique of poli-

tical economy to "transgress" the prob1eIit:; of the "society 

of consumption": 

In a form of-, thought that considers ni~n as worker 
a n cl pro duc e r \ - th a t 0 fEu r 0 p e an cul t u'l\:e sin c e 
the end of the eigbteentb century - consumption 
was based entirely. on need, and need basad itself .... 
exclusively o~ the' model of bunger. When'this 
element was introduced into an investigatictn of 

"profit (the appetite of those wbo have satisfied 
the i r h u n g e r), i t: in s e rte d man in t 0 a dia 1 e c t'i c 
of prodQction which bad a simple anthropologièal 
me a n in g : i f ma n wa s a lie n a t e d f rom bis réa 1 
nature and immediate needs through his labor and 
the production of abjects with bis bands, it 
was nevertheless through its agency that he recap­
tured his essence and achieved the indef inite 
gr a tif i c a t ion 0 f h i sne e d s' . But i t wou 1 d d 0 u b t -
edly be misguided ta conceive of hunge 
irreducible anthropological' factor in 
nition of work, production, and profit; nd 
similarly, need has an altogether differe t 
status, or {t responds at the very least t 
code whose laws cannot be confined to _Ldia 
of pr-Qduction. 

'--, 
'-_/ Î 

~hel Foucaul t, [~~guage, Counter-Memory, Practice: 

Selected EssaIs and tnterviews, ed. and introd.,. Donald 

.... 
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Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon 

(Ithaca, New York: Cornel University Press. 1977), 

( 
55 John Ashb~ry t "On Raymond Rous sel J" in Raymond 

pp. 49-50. 

" 

Roussel, How l Wr~~e Certain ~ ~ Books, trans. Trevor 
" -- / ~ 

Winkfield (New YO~k:\, SUN, 1977), p. 52. 

56 \\ ~ 
Lucien Goldma,n, Towards ~ Sociology 

\ 
El. ~ Novel, 

trans. Alan She~~can 1L ndon: Tavistock, ~975), p. 7. 

57 . \- 9 Goldmann, v~ . 
58 

Roland Barthes, Critical Essays, p. 199. 

59 Barthes, p. 203. 

60 . 
Georges Perec, Les Choses ,(Paris: Editions 

1 

"J'ai Lu," 1965). 

61 The novel is briefly discussed in Le systime 

des objets, pp. 235-238. 
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GE ORG LUKACS: THE COLLECTIVE SUBJECT AND THE To'TALITY 

In the progression from Baudri1lard's Le système 

des objets' in 1968, through his study of consumption in 

La société de consommation, (1970) to the collection 

of theoretical essays in For ~ Critique El the Political 

Economy of the Sign, (1972) there is a movement of ten-

sion between the praxis-orientation of critica1 theory 

and the relatively objectivist thrust of structural semi-

010gy. ( In fa ct, Bau d r il1 a rd on l y b e gin s toma k. e hi s 

awareness of this movement exp1icit in the last mentioned 

work, in which he.deve1ops a critique of key categories 
.j 

in both camps,) .J'he value of this tension can perhaps 

be formulated most succinctly in terms of the prob1em of 

reification, as Lukâcs del.ineated it, and the structura-

list answer to it. 

Most arguments between critical theory and struct;ura-

lism can be viewed as strugg1es over the interpretation 

of the relation between subject and object. Lukâc s formu-

lated the central issue very clear1y: 

From systematic doubt and the cogito ergo sum 
of Descartes, to Hobbes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, 
there is a direct line of deve10pment whose cen­
tral strand, rich in variations, is the idea 
th a t the 0 b j e c t 0 f c 0 g nit ion c an b e k n 0 wn b y u s 
for the reason that, and the degree in which it 
has been created by ourse1ves ,1 

The quandary which pits critica1 theory against structura- . 

C Ct Ci 1 
.... 

j , 

.. 



• 

( 

\. 

» • a ça se p $ o 5 3 2 • 
55 

lism has to do with the nature and significance of this 

human agency. Few dispute that the social world must, 

at Sorne level, be interpreted as a human construct.· But 

is this construct characterized by certaln invariant 

features which are ultimatelybeyond conscious dominion, 

as Sorne structuralists have argued? Or will increased 

understanding of historical and social dynamics permit 

men and women ta expand thelr intentional control over 

their own destinies to a greater degree than in the past? 

How are we to grasp the seeming paradox of language, 

wh i chi sap r e e min e n t 1 Y hum a n cre a t ion, and 'ye t c an b e 

treated quite plausibly, as not only the structuralists 

have done, as though it were an "abject" constituting the 

"subjects" who speak and write it? As Lukâcs wrote: 

"Ristory i5 the history of ~he unceasing overthrow of the 

objective forms that shape the life of man. fl2 Many would 

agreej but they would also point out that historical 

• "change" is not necessarily conscious "overthrow," afld 

that it is rather dubious ta conceive of "man" as a 

"substance" which takes priority over "external" "forms." 

The structurali5t wou Id add that it is surely misleading 

to exaggerate what can be derived from the truism that 
. 

" man ma k e shi s 0 wn h i s t 0 r y ." Tb. e 0 f t e n an 0 n y mou s , 

socially constituted rule system, codes, languages, and 

. , 
conventions which in a gross sense govern different aspects 

of social life an,d link them together (what th~l 

structuralists refer to as langue in opposition to parole), 

can not be made identical to patterns of conscious, 

, CL iQ , 
.... 

J 
J 
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formative activity"in such a way that the totality of a 

culture is accessible in principle or essence to intro-

spection and self-reflection. 

lt iB well-known that Lukacs attempted to go beyond 

the epistemological limitations and antinomies of the 

idealist and/or rationalist notion of the constitutive 

subject by historicizing the subject-object dialectic 

and grounding it in a praxls-oriented ontology. Lukacs' 

iIl'Sight was to reinterpret the cognitive problems of tra-

ditional European philosophy (such as the problem of the 

" i rra t ion al." the "t h in gin i t sel f ." the an t i nomi a l cha r a c -

ter of reason) as expressions of the individual 's failing 

ability ta grasp the social totality under the increasingly 

complex circumstances of the emerging capitalist system. 

ln other words, Lukacs argued, as the purview of market 

relations extended deeper into social life, the links be-

t w e e n su b j e c t ive in t e n t ion san d 0 b j e c t i v,e r e sul t s we reg e n -

erally split apart - an experience which was reinforced 

by the individualist ideology of the market place - and 

praxis became severed from cognition. àhe task Lukâc9 

set himself was, in effect, to rediscover the points of 
1 

continuity between subject and abject, and to teach how 

to strengthen their convergence. As we have seen, he 
e 

found the key ta the problem in Marx's analysis of the 
\. 

commodity as a product.Jof an essential human praxis 

(mostly labour) which' had become caught up in an indepen-

dently functioning system exercising social and economic" 

control over the producers themselves. Reification was 
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no illusion no veil of mist clouding the eyes of 

perception; it wa,s real and could only be transformed 

through concrete praxis. 

Thus, Lukâcs saw the possibility of historically 

achieving a harmony of subject and abJect in tlthe relati-

vizing or interpenetration of the subject and the ob-

j ec t . The subject's fractured relation ta the 

totality could be restored, insisted Lukâcs, but not 

through an individual act of mind: 

"Bourgeois thought judges social phenomena . 
consistently from the standpoint of the indivi­
dua 1. No path leads from the individual ta 
the total ity • The totality of an object ' 
can only be posited if the positing subject i8 
~~itself a totality.4 

The way beyond reification was accessible, Bolely from the 

standpoint of the whole. But "In modern society only the 

classes can represent this total point of view. ,,5 In 

addition, such a "total point of view" could only arise 

through an active relation to the object, and this,would 

only occur in the class which was oppressed by' the reified 

totality, and wished ta transform it. 

This image of a frozen reality that nevertheless 
ia caught up in an unremittirig, ghostly movement 
at once becomes meaningful when this reality is 
dissolved into the process of which man lS the 
driving force. This can be seen only from the 
stand~oint of th~ proletariat. 6 

With the proaress of reification irom intensive ta exten-

sive forms ("te embrace the whole of society"), "the way 
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is opened up for an infinite progression leading to the 

. thorough-going capitalist rationalization of society as 

a whole." But, "For the proletariat • the 'same' 

process means lts ~ emergence .!.! ~ ~~.,,7 In other 

words, the prospects for transcending reification lay in 

the conditions being laid down by history for "universal 

history. ,,8 

In Adventures ~ the Dialectic, Merleau-Ponty took 

u pLu k ,a' c S 1 the ID e a f the "i n ter pen e t rat ion 0 f su b j e c tan d 

object," but no longer as a measuie of the potential inte-

grafion of a rational totality. Instead, for M~rleau~ 

Pont y, the "relativization" of this traditiona! polarity 

was the source of real ambiguity in the world, an index 

of the formidable tasks of interpret~tiDn which still lay 
, ' 

al1ead, before (in Lukâcs' wèrds) "the antitheses of subject 

and abject, thougq.t ,and existence, freedom and necessity, 

9 ccould, be held to be solved." As Merleau-Ponty phrased it: 

The Marxism of the young Marx as weIl as the 
'Western Marxism' of 1923 lacked a means of 
expressing the inertia of the infrastructures, 
the resistance of economic and even natural 
conditions, and the swa11owing-up of 'personal 
relationships' in 'things.' History as the~ 
described it lacked density and allowed its 
meaning to appear too saon. They had to learn 
the slowness of mediations,lO 

Lukâcs' insistence on a "total point of view" as the 

on1y antidote to the problem of reification effectively 

ruled out the possibility of an interpretative dialectic. 

In i t s iDf luen t ial !!.!po 8 i tion as the "s tandpoin t of the' 
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totality," critical the ory had developed an unfortunate 
" , 

response ta its positivist rivaIs which consisted not·so 
.. 

much of seeking ta understand the datum in relation ta a 

context as of reducing it ta that context. In a way, 

this vas a parody of explanation which vie ed the "abject" 
1 

as an abstract appearance of an essence (th subject): a 

totality and its accompanying contradiction. In his in8is-
• 

tence that "no path leads from the individual ta the total­

i t Y ," Lu k .i C 8 ha dru 1 e d 0 u t the dia l'e c tic of par" tan d who l e 

a1\d reduced his postulate of the fluid boundar~~s between 
\ 

subject and abject to a kind of absolutism of th~ subject 

'obsessed with asserting its domination of aIl meaning: 

before reified social reality could be interpreted, 

Lukaes would-simply dissolve it b,ack into the subject. 

In contrast to Lukaes, members of the Frankfurt 

school were less sanguine about adopting Hegel"s prineiple 

of "substance as subject. nll But his promethean tendency 

toi n ter pre t the "i n t'e r pen e t rat ion of su b j e c e and 0 b j e ct" 

,) as a sol e 1y pragma tic ra ther than a 1 sa as a synt~c tic 

or hermeneutic prineiple continued ta exercise a decisive 

influence on the alternatives to Soviet Marxism. Aga.in 

and again it appeared j at least implicitly, as the key to 

a praxis conee i ve'd as the di sso 1 u t ion of the obj ec t (vi th 

unwelcome overtones of reductive univocity and even intim-

a t ions of a kind of demate riali za t ion 0 f the soeia 1 envi r-

onment) • In 1960, Jean-Paul Sartre, in the context of 

" 
, an attempt ta amend Marxist universalism with the exiaten-
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" ~alist concern for particularity, went 80 far as to 

declare that' "our historical task, at the heart of this 

pQlyvalent world, 

History will have 

la t 0 bring cIo); er the mornen t) when 

~ ~ meaning, when i t wi Il \:.c:end to 

be dissolved ln the concrete men (s(c) who will make it 

,,' 1,12 b 1 • . common. One could argue that this pro ematl.C derl.ved 

-

,om critical theo.fY·S failure to ma!<e a careful distinction 

b e t~ e en the r e i fie d 0 r g an i z a t i op 0 f soc i e t yan d the ex i s -

tencà in society of "things" a8 such. There is after aIl, 
• 
\ ' 

a différence between the autonomy and multiplicity of 
--4 

aésthetic and moral objectifications - human and social 

expr e s 8 ion - and the' anonymous 8y stems of ins t i tu t ional 

and economic control which constituted the prime focus of 

1ukâcs' (apd Marx's) cr{tique. 'But it a1so appears that, 

to a certain extent, the very conception of emancipation 
, 

had become bound up with a subjectivist philosophical an-

thr'opology which was, in Theodor Adorno' s words, "hostile 

13 • 
to otherness," and conseque-qtly tended to ignore Any 

possible need to examine the featur'ea of reified phe.nomena 

14 ' 
at close quarters. This tendency can be traced even in 

Horkheimer's conception of critical theory, as he outlined 

it in his important essay. "Traditional and Critical Theory." 

1 
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MAX HORKHEIMER: THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF REiFICATION 

~ 

"The cri ti<;al theory of \s~e iety," argued Horkhe~mer, 

Jt i s ~ in i t B t 0 ta li t y, the un fol d in g 0 f a 1 in g 1 e -e xi. te n t i a l 

judgement" involving the "çharaçterization of an eeonomy 
" 

bas-:d on exchange ll who.e "inner dynamism . • . dominates 

'" social reality" and "contains in itaelf the internaI ~d 

external, tension; of the moa~rn era."l5 Following from 

this, Horkheimei proposed ess-Intially two taosk, for criti­

,ca l theory. C omp'ris ing a two-pronged a t tack on the pr 

of reification. The first vas ta demonstrate at ev 

level the real contingency of historieal and social reality: 

.A,.rconsciously critical at~itude is part 
of the developm~nt of society: the construing 
ot the co'ur.e of history as the necessary pro-
duc t of an economic mechanis'. . impl ies 
bere a struggle ta change it from a blind ~ 
a- meaningful necessity. if ve think bf the 
object of the theory in separaqd'n_ from the 
theory, we falsify it and fall into 4uietism 
or conformism. 16 

Second1y. crit ical tbeory had ta defend, against the hypo-

atatization of rea.so-n as "a thing or an idea rather than . 
an act," for if this "subjectivist view bPlds true, think-­

a ing cannat be of ~'QY belp. in determining the de8ir~bility 
of any goal in itself. ,,17 But Horkheimer astute1y 1 recogni-

zed a problem for, a tbaory based on these conceptions, 

çheae particular integrations of fact and value: 

~. 

1 
1 

a 

/ 
/ 

, 
1 

, 
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In many areas Qf the theory there thus arise 
propositions the relation of_~tiich' to reality 
is difficult to determine. From the fact that 
the representation of a unified object is true 
as a whole, it is possible to conclude only 
under special conditions the extent to which 
isolated parts of the representation can validly 
be applied, in their isolation, to isolated 
par t s 0 f t h.e 0 b j e ct. 18 

In this (tatement, Horkheim~r advances at least an implicit 

qUalific~on of the Hegelian principle of subsumption 

under the category of totality, or the ~tal point of 

v i.e w" 0 f Lu k a cs' hi s t 0 rie al" su b j e c t - 0 b j e c t ide nt i t y" ( the 

proletariat). The "basic form" to which he refers, "which 

contains within itself the internaI and exte.+rnal tensions 

of"the modern era,,19 is not ta he taken as a m~chanical 
~ 

formula for generating an exhaustive picture of the social 

totality: But Horkheimer still posits critical theory as 

a totaUty in response to a totality - "the unfolding of 
" 

a single existential judgmene-" - a~d nowhere ,in the essay 
, ~. , 

evinces a clea~ avareness that the theory does not take 

u8ufficient account of the prob~em of interpr~tation or, 

as Merleau-Ponty phrased it, the "slownes~ of mediations~" 

This apparent-oversight boomerangs in Horkheimer's recogni­
,r-

tion that the theory itself tends to resist interpretation: 

"There a're no general criteria for judging the cr/tical 

theory a8 a whole, for it i8 always based on the recurrence 

... . 20 
of events and thus on a self-reproducing tota1ity." 

S ince tbe theory cannot be de tached f rO'flLc7i,t 8 ob j ec t a t any 

signifieant point. tbe problem of the trutb of' critical 
'. , 

theory itself ii relativized, cODsigned to tbe histo~ically 

.. 
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temporary but irrational exterior of its own "totality."21 
\ 

Having posed the culturJl-historical problem of re-

ification, Horkheimer asks how ft is that people, "con-

fronted with the persisting contradi~tions in human exist-

ence and with the impotence of individuals in face of situ-

a t ion s the y h a v eth e ri! sel ve s br 0 u g'h t ab 0 ut," r e ma in pas 8 ive 

and affirm the rationalitj and/or the ne~eJ~ity of the 

Id 
> • 22 wor as g~ven. In spite of the historical and relative 

character not on1y of the object, but of the "perceiving 

organ," "the individuai perce ives himself as receptive and 

passive 
c 23 

in the act of perception." For Horkheimer, as 

for Lukâcs before' him, the reified imruediacy of the sUbjectrs 

relation to the object (and to society) is compounded by 
, 

a strange dichotomy: "Reflecting on themse1ves. men see . 
.' , 

themselves on1y as on1ookers, passive participants in a 

mighty process which may ;e foreseen but not mOdified.,,24 

The individua1, in his dep~ndency, is rigidly opposed to 

society itse1f, which appears as:"an active subject. even 

if a non-conscious one and. to that extent, a subject on1y 

in an impropet sense."25 The uactivity" of ~ociety as a 
':~il.~ 

kind of decapitated agent stands over-and against the pas-

sive, thinking individual, only confirming his isolation 

and impotence. For Horkheimer, 

th i s d if f erence in the ex i 8 tenc e of man and 
society i8 an expression of the c1eavage which 
has up to now affected the historica1 forms of 
social life. The existence of society has 
either been founded directly on oppression or 
been the b1ind outcome of conflicting for-

26 ces ., .. ../ . 

( 
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Thus, a\1t'"f'hough the object is "shaped by human activity," 

its subjective character has been occulted and decollecti-

vized by historica1 oppression or "the blind outcome of 

conflicting forces." Society is "a subject on1y in the 

improper sense." 

The solution which sug~ests itse1f in the 1ight of 

Horkheimer's formulation ia deceptive1y simple, for the ~v 

epistemological problem has been made ~ coincide exactly 

with the dynamic ~ reification. Plainly, the contradic-

tion must be resolved, and this can on1y be achieved by 

making society "a subject in th~ proper sense," that is, 

an expression of the "unified, self-conscious will" of an 

"all-embracing subject, namely self-aware mankind," which 

"will for the first time be a conscious subject and acti-

vely determine its own way' of 1ife" as the "resu1t of 

conscious spontaneity on the part of free individua1s.,,27 

Everything has been (or will be) te1escoped in the formula. 

of a know1edge which ia not circumscribed or determin~ b~ 

its object. This is why both Lukacs and Horkheimer must 

eie their transcendenta1 critique of reification to the 

standpoint of the tatality. Both problems will converge 

in a com~on solution: the e1imination ~ the object as a 

specifie determination. With this must also disappear 

the real, social and synthetic mediations of' the subject. 

which are always mirrored analytical1y in the particulari-

ties of interpretation and the ambiguity of the~ect. 

~Yet these are surely the very thread. with which not 'only 

ft ., 
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,the reified social fabric but a new pattern of .olcial 

freedom would be grasped and woven. Bere, ironieally, 

it is reifieation itself which ia reified, redueed from 

a proeess to an entity, just as the subject has,been re­

duc e d, i n ~ r in c i pIe, t 0 a n ab s t ra c tan d sim p let 0 t a 1 i t Y • 

r 

.. 
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STRUCTURALISM, CRIT~CAL THEORY AND BAUDRILLARD 

1:t ,w n.o:t :the pu.JtpO.6e 06 el(...t..Ü.ca.t thougn.t :to 
p,f,a,ee. :the obJec:t on the oJt.pha.ned Jt.Oljal &one 
o nee oc.CU,p.ied b!l :the -6u.b j e.c.t. On tha.:t &0 ne 
.the objec:t would be n.o.tJûng bt.d an .idol. The 
puJtpO.6e. 06 ~ai. thought i.A :to a.boWh .the 
h.ieJt.aJt.chlj. 28 

TheodoJt. AdoJt.no 

There has been no systematic structura1ist survey of 

critic~l theory, but the outlines of such a confrontation 

can, l be1ieve, be discerned in Louis A1thusser's celebra­

ted strictures on "Marxist humanism.,,29 As we have a1ready 

se en, Al th us se r w.a s bit ter l y 0 p p 0 s e d t 0 the vie '07, el a bar a-

ted by Lukâcs and shared in part by ~orkheimer and his 

colleagues, which fo110ws from the assumption "that the 

chapter dealing with the fetish c~aracter of the commodity 

contains within itself the 'who1e of historical materia-

1ism . Althusser was concerned to rebuke "every 

theory that based history and politics on an essence of 

man.,,31 He depicted the Marxist humanist "philosophy of 

'-man" a s a k ind 0 f fic t ion abou t the al iena t ion and reappro-

priation of humari destiny in history: 

History is the a1ienation and production of 
reason in unreason, of the true man in the a1i­
enated man. Without knowing it, man rea1izes 
the essence of man in the a1ienated products of 
his labour Cco111modities, state, religion). The 
loss of man that produces history and man must 
presuppose a definite pre-existing essence. 
At the, e il cl 0 f h i s t 0 r y, t h iSOla n,. h a vin g bec 0 m e 

.... 

, 
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inhuman objectivity, has merely to re-grasp as 
subject his own essence alienated in property. 
religion and the State -to become total man, 
t rue man. 32 

In place of this metaphysical "historicism," 

Althusser proposes a model of the social formation ln 

which there is no "centre" or, at least, in whieh "man" 

is no longer at the center of the social process: 

Marx shows that what determines a social forma­
tion .. "in the last instance, and what pro:vides 
knowledge of it, is not the spirit of an essence • or a human nature, not man, not even 'men,' but 
a relation, the relation of production ... 
Th i s i s no t are lat ion b e t'we e n men, are lat ion 
between persons, nor ia it: inter-subjective, 
psychological or anthropologieal, it is rather 
a double relation: a relation between groups 
of men concerning the relation between these 
groups of men and things, the means of produc­
tion. It is one of the greatest possible mysti .. 

\ 

fications of theory to think that social rela-
tions are reducible to relations b~ween 
men. for it is to suppose tha?' social re-
lations «do not) also concern things, the 
means of production drawn from materill 
nature. 33 

It is interesting to note that ln spite of Althusser's 

attempt to suggest a decentered model of the totality by 

stressing the role of "things," he nevertheless assimilates 

social objects to the production process ("the means of 

production"), a "theoretical" procedure which, in effect, 

reproduces the promethean vision of Marx in' objectivist 

tform and provides the social formation (and history) with 

a new center - production - which is at least as arbi-

trary as the "humanist" stress on the Bubject. In a sense, 

• 

1 
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the relation of Althusser's version of Marx to that of 

"h u ma ni sm" - and bye X, t e n s ion, toc rit i cal the 0 r y 's ver-

sion of Marx - appears more metonymic th an "scientific." 
,J 

Althusser does not so much abandon the concept of totality 

as substitute a version of totalization which is taxonomie 

rather than dialectical. In his typically structuralist 

emphasis on relatiod, Althusser loses the specificity of 

historical differences. He reduces them to the overdeter-

mination of one secto-r of the, social formation in relation 
li. 

to the others, but rtever accounts for actual changes with-

in the sectors - including production - which might 

transform the nature of. the relations between them. If 

Althusser is correct to attack certain forms of Marxism 

for proposing a theory of "false consciousness" which 

hypostatizes the "truth" of the subject in inescapably 

Hegelian-theological terms (the basia for Althusser's 

distaste for the theory of reification), he nevertheless 

repeats the same error in the objectivist form of naive 

realism by reifying the Hegelian-Marxist concept of 

(spiritual or social) "contradiction" as the "motor" of 

history. The most important point for our purposes. how-

ever, is that Althusser's insight that social relations 

include the relations between things, his attempt to 

"decentre" Marxist theory, is not intended ta confront 

Marxism or critical theory with the problem of interpre-

tation, but simply to shift explanatory powef away from 

the transcendental subject and give it ta the allegedly 
; 

"objective" category of production. 

• 

.... 

1 , 
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since Baudrillard's work emerged when the 

structuralist movement in France was at its height, it 

wouid be useful at this point to introduce a broad dis-

tinction within structuralist thought in order to clarify 

Baudrillard's relation to it. Structuralism can tend 

roug~l towarcl tWQ poles which determine the significance 

o f s i 0 log i cal a p pro a che s suc haB Bau cl ri fI a r cl 's in en tir e -
r-

lit 
ly dlfferent ways. The scientistic tendency in structur-

alist social theory, such as Althusser's (or to a 1esser 

extent. Lévi-Strauss' s). inclines towarcl the taxonomie 

construction of totalities. It likes ta reduce t~e parti-

cular and the individual to instances or cases of generai 

laws, and holds to the implicit assumption that one 

"subject" can objeetify the entire object domain without 

presupposing communication with others or the reciprocal 

understanding of 

presupposing the 

object relation" 

cO-~bjects --- in other words. without 

her~utic character of the "subject­

in the Eocial sciences. 34 Instead. it 

tries to adopt a natural scientific model of data as re-

peatable, exchangeable material. This kind of structura-

lism treats semiological analysis as the experimental 

production of possible instances of a fixed_ code. As l 

have already noted. Baudrillard has interpreted this para-

digm of structuralism as a model of repressed and repressive 

communication which combines with the functioning of the 

commovty system to produce what he has called "the politi-

cal economy of the sign." (Critique, chapter 8) 
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The other structuralist pole might be charact~rized 

generally, in Paul Ricoeur's term. as a "herme6eutics of 

suspicion. ,,35 White retaining the general distrust of 

subjectivity common to ~ll structuralism, it develops t~ts 
~uspicion heuristically rat~er th an dogmatically by.ex- 1 

tending it to the "objectivity" of the structuralist 

"" 9bject-domain, where it uncovers a surreptitious "totali 

tarian" purpose - that i8, an objectifying project which 

presupposes the totalizing capacity of a subject or a 

structural "centre" to the object. 36 This "post-structu 

alist" inclination May be compared to critical theory in 

its effort to recall, against the grain of most structura-

list discourse, that meaning is not always a closed form 

to which the subject must unilaterally adapt, but an open 

and problematic proces8. It tries to "deconstruct" the 

assumed immediacies and objectivities of conventional 

structuralism by demonstrating that the systems of meaning, 

codes, languages, etc., identified by the semiologist as 

"given" are in fact constructed in the biases of theory 

c 

and method, mediated by contemporary social and philosophical 

concerns which May have bean left unexamined. This postl.. 

structuralist "suspicion" enfolds not only positive social 

science with the insight that "language bears within it-

h . f' .. ,,37 b . . self t e necessLty 0 lts own crltlque, ut lnslsts 

even more profoundly on qualifying critical thought itself, 

for "we can pronounce not a single destructive proposition 

which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic, 

.. 4* '1 
...... ... 

, 

t 
1 



.. • .. c _ 

71 

and the implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks 

38 to contest." It la to this, rather than the scientistic 
\ 

current of structuraliat thought, that Baudrillard's work 

may be compared. As O'Ïle reviewer of Le syst~me dea obj',~ts 

has remarked: 

Rere we are far from the neutral -- that is 
to say, profoundly conservative -- scientific 
rigour of 'structuralist' thought. If it owes 
something to the method of the 'structuralists,' 
Jean Baudrillard's project is nevertheless not 
simply to describe phenomena and to establish 
the laws which preside oyer their organization. 
Such quietism, which is elsewhere considered 
respectable, i8, it 8eems, foreign to him. J9 

Consequently, it would be misleading to view 

Baudyillard's adoption of a semiologi~al perspective on 

the "system of obj1acts" as an objectivist embellishment 

of critical theory, as if structuralism would provide 

a,conclusive supplement to the other's hypotheses a~d 

insights. l have spoken of a progression in Baudrillard's 

early work which traces a kind of counterpoint or tension 

between the two forms of social theory. If in Le syst~me 

des objets an~L'a société ~ consommation the relation of 

the two theories appears to be ambiguous, in ~ ~ Critique 

~ the Political Ecohomy of the Sign and The Mirror of 

Production, Baudrillard's next two works, it is clear that 

their interaction has been mutually "deconstructive." 

Both the structure of the commodity and the structure of 

,the sign are called into question, and with them, the self-

assurance of semiotic and Marxian criticism. Looking at 

4.0 
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the~commodity from the point of view of the sign, 

Baudrillard was able to show that Marx had posited an 

overly utilitarian basis for his critique of political 

economy in which he tended to assume that the social 

existence of objeets could be rationalized in a histori-

cal dialectie of needs and production. (As l ahall at-

tempt to show briefly in the next ehapter, this lS also 

a latent tendency of critical theory.) Baudrillard' s 

reading of Marx's philosophieal anthropology, which he 

interpreted as the axiologieal basis of Marx's ~itique 

of political economy, meant that the field of political 

economy would have to be redefined so as to include the 
.. 

process of signification and the social relations organ-

ized around it. "The object of this political economy," 

coneluded Baudrillard 

1') 

that is, its simplest component, its nuelear 
element. . is no longer today either com­
modity or sign, but indissolubly both, and 
both only in the sense that they are abolished 
as spe~ific determinations, but not as forme 
This object lS quite simply the object, the 
abject form, on whieh use value, exehange 
value and sign value converge in a complex 
mode that describes the most general form of 
pol i tic ale con 0 my • ( Cri t i que, p. 148 ) 

,For Baudrillard, this amounts to positing a social form 

in whieh "signs ean function as exchange value. . and 
.. 

use value" and "the commodity can take on, immediately, 

the effect of signification -... not epiphenomenally, in 

excess of itself, as 'message' or connotation - bué be-

cause its very form establishes it as a total medium, as 

72 
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a system ot' communication administering soc ial exchange." 

(Critiqué, p. 146) 

This sense of the repressive potential of the 
c. 

structuralist sign is made especially evident in 

Baudrillard's analysis of Roman Jakobsonls model of com-

munication, in which Jako~san had elabarated a series of 
..., 

terms mediating the relation of "transmitter" and "re­
~ 

, " cl l 'f' h f h' ;, 40 ce~ver an c ass~ y~ng t e nature a t e~r commun~cat10n. 

~s we saw earlier, the .s~ructuralist analysis of meaning 

clepends first on "the reduction of the continuous ta the 

dis cre te. ~' For Bau d r i 11 a r cl, th i sap e ra ti 6' n des cri b est h e 

essence of the sign, and explains the abstraction of an 

arbitrary adequation of signifier and signified -- or sign 

and "reality," If the sign is a "simulation model of 

meaning," then Jakabson's communication model is a 

"simulation model of communication. l, excludes • the 

recipracity and antagonism of the inter1ocutors, and the 

ambivalence of their exchange\" (Critique, p. 179) 

The structure of communication described by Jakobson is 

comparable in its effect ta the arbitrary structure of the 

Saussurian sign. (Critique, pp. 179-80) flTwo terms 

ctransmitter/receiver' are artificially isolated and arti-

fieially reunited by an objectified content ealled a 

message." ( Cri t i que, p. I 7 9 ) The 8 pee if ici t Y ,a n d in d e xi'" 

caIity44 - the, 80 to speak, "indiscrete" qualities - of , 

actual communicative exchauge have been abstracted and 

rationalized in the model, though not only, according to 

l 

" 
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Baudrillard,' in the name of an ideallzed s imp 1 ifiea t: ion t 

but in order to faeilitate the practieal "circulation of 

information" or "message s," wh ich have tbe struc tural 

form of exclusiîn and separation and tberefore of caleu­

lability and interchangeability. 

1 The code becomes tbe only agency whieh speaks, 
which exchanges itself and reproduces through 
the dissociation of the two terma ctransmitter/ 
r~eeiver) and tbe univocity csignifierlsigni-
f led, of the message. (Likewise, in the 
proeess of economic exchange, it is no longer 
people wbo exchange; the system of exchange 
value reproduces itself through them.) 50, this 
basic formula succeeds in giving us, as a re­
duced model, a perfect epitome of social ex-
change such ~ it ia . (Critique, p. 179) 

But with the emergenee of this "form,", which combines 

"ob j ee t" and "mes sage," exchange value and .. inf orma t ion, " 

utility and meaning, and whicb therefore coll~ses tbe 

classical existential distinctions between political econ~ 

omy and culture, production and consumption -- and also, -
in a sense, subjeet and object - traditional critical 

dis course i s th rown in to a c oncep tuai cri s ia : 

I~ is here tbat the concept of alienation proves 
useless .• The code of political economy. 
whicb is the fundamental code of our society, 
does not operate by alienating consciousness . 
A parallel confu8ion-~risea in tbe view of 
"primitive" myths • Here the pregnant 
effects of mythic contents are held to bind soci­
ety together (througb the "cohesion" of belief 
sy~tems). But actually, these myrhs make up a 
code of signs that excbange among themselves, 
integratins the group througb the ver, process 
of their circulation. Likewise •.• tbe 
code of political economy . rationalizes and 
regulat~s exchange, makes things çommunicat'e, 
but on1y under the law'of the c&de and tbrough 
the çontrol of meaning. '(Critique, p. 147) 
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To parawhrase Lévi-Strauss himself, Baudrfllard was 
, P. 

"attempting ta transcend the contrast between 'base' and 
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'superstructure' by operating from the outset at the lev"EN 
\ 

of the sign.,,42 But if "the logic of the eommodity and of ') 

political economy i8 at the very~art of the sign. Il th en 

nor on1y cl're C oneep t of the s ign, bu t indee d even 
..4 

Baudrillard's critique of the political economy of the sign 

must at certain crucial point; be compiicit in the generai 

political economy they help to o.o'nstruct and to criticize. 

As Baudrillard himself admitted in his conclusion tp La 

société 'de consommation. "it is critical discourse whieh ..... 

closes us into the mythie, prophetie teleology of the 

1 Civil iza't ion of the Object.' eritical discourse which i8 

so fascinated by the object. " In fac t, "Th i s co~n ter-
,-

es tab li~~e s discourse. 'which no real distance, is j ust as --
immanent to the consumer society as any other of its 

'\b 
aspects." (~.c., pp. 315-16) In consequence, Baudrillard 

woul,d attempt to develop ~ew concepts of the subject and 

object'beyond the sphere of politic81 economy. beyond the 

.. 
"logie" which always reduces one ta the ·other. For 

Baudrillard, this could onl] be articulated, signified, 
'l, . 

in terms of "what ls other than thé sign," of what the 

,sign "exclud'es and annihilates" - a social dimension in 

which "is 'rooted a type of exchange which is ra'iHcally 
)-

differe,nt from the exchange of v'aiues (exchange values 

an d .. sig n va tu es) • Il But () f th i s 0 the r su b j e c t i vit y, and 

its re.stored relation.to the atherness of the object, 
.... 

. , 
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Baudril1ard proclaims, with a note of iron,y, that "we 
~ 

can say nothing, really~ except that it lS ambivalent, 
, . ~ 

th~ i5, it lis impostible to distinguish respective 

s e,p a rat e d te ruts and top 0 s i t i v { z eth e mas suc h • 11 T l:t i sis 

the "symbolic exchange" which "is forec1osE;d and abolished 

l'Y t,he sign." (Critique, pp. 160-61) 

·"1 have tried to show that what is particularly 

striking, and somewhat confusing, about the confluence 

of structuralism and critical theory in Baudrillard's 

work is the way that it plays off the sense, in 
• 

eé\t h 
'1ify 

tradition, tnat -the other is guilty of reifying or hypo-

st a t i z in g "t h e soc i a 1 con s t i tue n s . As we have seen, 

the signifying systems semiology views as constitutive 

of the subje,ct appear to critical theory as reifications. 

yor his part, Baudrillard does not fina1ly reject either 

position. As far as the issue of consritutive human 
• 

praxisui's concerned, he is q~ite "amhivalent," as we have 

just seen, which may account for the apparently deliberate 

inconclusivenes~ of his' work. On the one hand, 

Baudril1ard seems committed to the concept in critical 

theory of' Emancipation, and 1n particular to the ideal of 

a non-instrumentalized buman praxis; his theory of symbo1ic 

exchange stresses the liberating potential of the speech 

situatio~ and the "direct interaction of subje~ts evolving 1 

new meanings independently of codes and the systemic ab-

straction of the sign .. On the other hand, he conceives 

• 1 
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I 
1 
1 

.. 



) 

, 

77 

these possibilities in terms of an historicai "rupture," 

or radical discontinuity, which is re~iniscent Of~è 
structural-ist belief in an "objective" history, oJ 
Foucault's progression of "epistèmes.,,43 More important 

for'present purposes, however, is the fact that 

Bau d r i l} a r d do e s no t con c e ive the su b j e c t ive rel a t ion 

to reified syst-e-trt"s of social signification as fundamentally 

passive and conteml;llative, as do both critical theory 

and structuralism ','in their own way. His grasp of the 

pbenomena 0 f re if ic a t ion thro ugb semio l ogy a 11 ows bim to 

see them as positive meanings rather than as purely nEt,!\a-

tive falsifications of the subject, and thus enables him 

to conceive the subjective relation to reification as 

constitutive and active, if still severely limited and 

compromised by the quasi-autonomous. systemic character 

.-// ',,-
_.Yf the universe of commodities, signs and technology 

which he describes. 

But if the category of the sub,ject is ambiguous l.n 

Baudrillard's work, this may only be a reflection of its 

uncertain status in both critical theory and structuralism . 
.,---' 

Indeed, the rhetoric of some of the str'ucturalists on 

this point i8 somet~mes difficult to fathom. Many of 

them -- but one thinks of Althusser and Lacan in particu-
(..\ 

... 
lar - describe even the experience of subjectivity as an 

entiFely ideological product: the "subj,~ct" is presented 

a s a k in d 0 f " p 0 s~ i t ion" w i th in soc i aIs t rue tu r e 0 r the 

institution of language. Yet no'structuralist has succeed-

ed in s howing tha t there can b e a soc iai proces s wi thou t 
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subjects of some kind. Thé very writers w~ stigmatize 

the "subject" as the ultima ratio of aIl ideology tacitly 

a s s ume th a t th eh con s t rue t ion 0 f the su b j e c t i san e ces s a r y 

process: no subjects. no society, no language. In short, 

the structuralist argument leaves us asking exactly the 

sort -of quest-io-n-raised by -critical theory, namely - what 

k in d 0 f su b j e ct ( and bye x t en si 0 n, wh a t sor t 0 f con s cio u s -

ness) is it desirable for society to evolve? But the 

structuralist approach leaves us further behind in sorne 

ways. for the substitution of the notion of "ideological 

construction" for the truism that subjects are social 

leaves the idea of "structure" itself entirely adrift 

from any kind of activity or practice; the practices of 

particular subjects are always seen as having been insti-

tuted by structures, 

Str~~ralism indeed 
)-

and never the other way round. 

becomes a kind of parody of the pro-

cess of reification Lukacs described. And the sub j ec t-

object metaphysics with which Althusser, Lacan and others . , 

would charge critical theory remains entirely intact, 

for if the subj ec t is determined in the sense that it 

remains a term within a larger sy~tem or a "position" 

within language, and not also a creator and animator of 

structures, then the on1y way beyond "ideology" (through 
<f' 

re.volution or science) would be' an abs01ute transcendence 

of·,structure. Since for these structuralists the subject 

is a local~z~d product with no reciprocal powers over~hat 
G 

pro duces ic, the projects of social ch4, science and 

structuralist objectivity in general would have no recourse 

" 
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but to claim, in relation ta the constituting structures 

they describe, a non-positional, extra-structural 

statu.s - a sort of "relationality in itself," either a 

total structure, or an omnipresent, omniscient conscious-

ness - aIl of which sound suspiciously like Lukacs' 

-~-Jlsl.!bject-obj-ect ident-ity./I Es-se-ntia-ll-y-, tben,it -appears 

• • 

that the structuralist habit of claiming that there is 

ideological about the concept of 

itsel~cal. ln Theodor 

something specifically 

the subject as such ls 

Adorno's words, it lS no solution "to place the object 

on the orphaned royal throne once occupied by the subject." 

"" 
For his pa rt, Baudrillard' s aim 15 not to turn the 'obj ec t' 

into an "idol," as Adorno warns, but to develop a nexus 

of critical and structural categories 1.n which the abject 

takes on special status as a problem for interpretation 

within these traditions. 

.... 

, 
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THE OBJECT: NONENTITY OR NONIDENTITY? 

If the "subject" i8 difficult to disengage from its 

transcendental shadow, the concept of the object is no 

less problematic. The very word "object" conjures up a 

sense of ontological groundedness, of "gjvenness" which 

is reassurrng, but illusory. The theory of reification 

is in part an attempt to dispel this "illusion" by medi-

ating the distance between the dialectical polarity of 

the "object" as an epistemological concept and thinking 

about empirical social abjects as ~ch. In critical 

theory, the avenue joining these them~s, as l have already 

suggested, is itself an analytical cons~ruction: Marx's 

commodity forme Now this dialectic obviously poses a 

hast of difficulties. Baudrillard's interpretation of 

the problem of reification in terms of the semiological 

model of the signification process ma~es the most sense, 

l believe, if it i8 viewed not just as a positive doctrine, 

but as a response ta some of these difficulties. In this 

regard, it would be useful, in arder to get at the diffi-

culties more precisely, ta examine briefly Theodor Adorno's 
• 

refl~ctions on commodity fetishism and reification. 

Adorno was perbaps the most radically skeptical of the 

critical theorists; y~t in the light of Baudrillard's 
~ 

work it can be shawn that Adorno did not carry his project 

of immanent critique fa~ enough to penetrate the ideo-

logical residuei hidden withiu Marx's critique of political 

t 
1 

1 

1 
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eeonomy itself. 

Adorno characterized the task of contemporary philo­

sophy and critical theory as interpretive,l and defined 

his own phi,l'osophieal project as an effort "to use the 

strength of the subject to break through' the fallacy of 

. . b' .. ,,2 
const~tut~ve su Jeet~vlty. Adorno's animadversions were 

directed not only at "bourgeois" philosophy, but at cri-

tical theory itself, espeeially that of Lukacs. As early 

as his inaugural lecture in 1931, Adorno enunciated a 

general princip1e the consequences of which he would spend 

the rest of his life elaborating - that "philosophy 

(and critical theory. must first rejeet the illusion. 

that the power of thought i8 sufficient to grasp the tota-

lity'of the real.,,3 On the surface, this dietum would not 

seem to confliet with Lukacs' views, s~nce Lukâcs insisted 

on the cognitive role of praxis and argued that th.e "stand-

point of the totality" was only possible from the point of 

view of a collective subject. ~ut Lukacs' hypothesis of 

the revolutionary proletariat as the subject-object iden-

tity of history struck Adorno as an idealist betrayal of 

Karxian Materialisme Adorno believed that difference 

even the difference between the subject and the object --

must be articulated and nurtured if freedom and inçlividu-

ality were to have any hope of survivigg in the modern 

world. This called fot determined resistance to the syo-

the tic j ulge rna u t of Il iclen titarian th i nking." tn D ial ec­

tic of Enlighteoment,4 which Adorno wrote vith Horkhei.er, 

1 , 

JI 
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he opposed the identification of the principle of 

equivalence with ~>ationality, and unearthed this. principle 

and its hostility to particularity in social exchange-

especially in the universalizing abstraction of exchange 

value which, with Marx and Lukâcs, he deplored as the 

baSls of social interaction in capitalist society. But 

if Adorno was always sensitive to the problem of reifica-

tion, he denied it the philosophie seope Lukâcs had 

accorded it on the grounds that "the truth tontent of a 

problem is ln principle diffRrent fr,om "the histori'cal and 

psychological conditions out of which it grows. ,,5 Accord-

ing to Adorno, "nothing more is given to cphilosophical 
\ 

interpretation. than fleeting, disappearing traces within 

the riddle figures of that which exists and their aston-

. h' " ,,6 lS ~ng entwlnlngs. lt was only in this partial and 

heuristic sense that ,Adorno would grant significance to 

Lukâcs' claim to have discovered the solution to the 

(subject)-object problem. 

Above aIl, Adorno was skeptical of the tendency we ' 
/' 

have already noted in critical theory ta' underst~nd the 

recovery of an active hlstorical subjectivity as the im-

plied dissolution of tlle object. "The thinker may easily 

confort himself by imagining that in the dissolution of 

r e i fic a t ion, 0 f the mer cha n dis e cha r a c ter « c 0 mm 0 dit Y », he 

possesses the philosopher's stone,,,7 he n>oted scornfully. 

But "there c9u5be 
(.!.' l , -

sol id things ,,8 Adorno,'s concern was that an attempt 

no dia l ec tic wi thou t the e lemen t of 

t 0 e l i min a te aIl " a 1 i en" 0 the r.n e s sin a phil 0 S 0 ph Y 0 f pur e 

, a 2$ , 
" 
~ 

~ 
~ 

j 
1 

j 
~ 

1 
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praxis would not make the object go away -- but it might 

serve as an-....alibi for repression and' inten'sified re~fica-

tion of social life. "consciousness," he argued, 

# • .. • 

'reified' in eXlstlng soclety, cannot ultimately 
ber e c 0 ver e d as con S t i tut ive sou r ce, Wh 0 ev e r 
treats objectivity or 'thing'-quality as radi­
cally evil and aima to dissolve reality as a 
whole in pure praxis or self-production, tends 
to be animated by hostility to the Gther or 
stranger ..• that is, by hostility ta that 
domain of non-identity which would provide free-' 
dom not only for 'consciousness' but for a 
reconciled humanity,9 

Adorno's argument is an extension of the Frankfurt 

critique of instrumenta~ reason and the ideology of the 

domination of nature. The clue ta this interpretation 

lies in Lukâcs description ef the reified appearance of 
, 

tne social world as a "'second nature." Lubies was appalled 

at the way the contradictions of capitalist societies were 

habitually grasped at the level of a problem ~n the "admi- ~ 

nistration of things." But Adorno's implied criticism 

seemed to be that Lukacs' will to reassert human control 

over th~ refractory, reified reality of society would 

mimic the logic of the domination of nature and translate. 

'in practice, into the domination of human beings. Indeed, 

he believed thi~ had already occurred. 

We càù no more reduce dialectics to reific~tion 
than we can reduce it to any other isolated 
category The cause of human suffering, 
meanwhile, will be glossed over rather than 
denounced in the lament about r~ification~ The 
trouble is with the conditions that condemn 
manRind to impotence and apathy and would yet 
be changeable by hu~àn action; it is not pri-
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marily with people 
appear to peqple .. 
of total disaster

ô phenomenon . . • l 

and with 'the way conditions­
Coosidering the possibitity 
reification is an epi-

j 

Unfortunately, there are setious ambiguities in 

Adorno's attempt to redress the balance of the subject-
~ 

object dialectic. In his hostile treatment of Lukacs' 

work (like Althusser, Adorno identifies this with the early 

Marx). it is not 'clear whether Adorno wishes to distinguish 

the object and the integrity of human objectifications 
1"-

frok the social process of reification (a usefui distinc-

tion which would clarify many confus.ions in critical 

-
theory). or whether he simply wishes to identify the object 

with reificati0!l. ta ch.aractetize ev en art as ,reification, 

and thus dismiss the whole issue as a faise problem. At 
. 

severai points in his argument, Adorno "describes reifica-

t'i 0 n as" the r e fIe xive for m 0 f f aIs e 0 b j e c t i vit Y , a 

form of consciousness" or, in other words, as a matter 

of fa~se consciousness.
11 

But if this characterization of 

reification as simply "the way conditkns appear to people" 

and as a "form of consciousness" is takèn seriously, th en 

it would seem that Adorqo was resuriecting precisely the 

essentialist spec'tre of a "true" consciousness which he 

wanted ta exorcise from critical theory. On the one hand, 

i t r e duc est h e i s sue t 0 the i gn 0 ra n ce 0 f soc i aIs u b j e ct s 

and implicitly defines the experience of reification as a 

deception with no objective social referencej_on the other, 

it revives the old dichoi,omy of subj~c.t: tQnd object which ~ 

.. 

" ~ 
___ ~ _. __ J. _. ___ 
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Lukacs had so ably criticized., and situates critica~ 

theory on the horns of the c1assical idealist ~i1emma: 

either reification must be tolerated in perpetuity as 

the human condition, or the subject must "transcend lf the 

object by, in effect. 
12 

reabsorbing it into his body. 

Some have argued that Adorno, in an attitude of growing 

resignation and despair, acquies,ced to the first of these 

opt ions. But it i5 not m~ intent~on to reduce his position 

to either of these tendencies) only to indicate that he 

.did not entire1y circumvent them, as he had intended. l 

do believe, however, that there is another difficulty in 

Adorno's position, a difficulty which may turn out to have 

been the source of his ambiguous apprdpriation of dialec-

tica1 thought and of the theory of reification. With the 

help of Baudrillard's analysi's of ~ommodity fetishism. 
, 

l believe this ambiguity can be traced ~aGk to Marx '8 

• 
basic defini~ion of the commodity and the theory of feti-

shism whi'ch he derived' from it. 

" 



\ 

( , 

. " 

92 

THE RIDDLE OF INTERPRETATION 

At the me'tat.heoretical levei on which Adorno 

habituaIIy opérated, the difficufty in Adorno's 

position crystallizes in his interpretation of the pro-

blém of interptetati~n. Apart from Walter Benjamin, who 
\ 

influenced Adorn~ dee.ply and whq,se work- l ahall discuss 

L 
briefly in the next chapter» A1iorno was unique among tIttlis 

generation of eritical .tneorists for recognizing the need 

to develop a theory of 
1 

interpretation adequate to address 
, • . 

the hi.torieal problems whfch Marx, Luk~cs and others had 

posed. But Adorno aefined this interpretive dimension· 

almost exclusively in terms of the limitations whièh her~ 

meneutic problems placeèl on the purvie.w of critical thou.ght, 

and rarely developed the positive aspects of the inter-' 

action of hermeneutic and "critical" aJpproach~s. Adorno . . 
conceived the contingency and partiality of inte~pretation 

'.-,i 

as li check on the pretensions of critical theory ~ 

than as a clarification and strengthening of the ~ritical 

disposition. In his eagerness ta pres"erve the "unidenti-

. " . / h cal s~de of the ObJe,ct. he tendèd fO reduc,...e t e whole 

issue Qf interpretation - an issue which he belie~ed, 

and l think correctly, that Lukacs- had sidestepped too 

easily --- to the recogni 7ion ~ enigmas. This follows 

directly from the classical German philosop6ical assump~ 

tion that particularity lies, in some essential way, 

/ 

.... 

• 
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beyond the "grasp Qf Reallon. which is alwaytt universal 

., '1'" 13 ln lts app lcatlons. But Adorno did not resort to an 

abstract opposition of Reason afd Imagination or Explana-

tion and Understanding. Instead. he attempted to reverse 

the whole tradition by positing a negative dia1ectic and 

insisting that the mystery and inaccessibility of the 

particular must be defended against the.universal, that 

phil,osophy and critical theory must take the other's side. 

the side ~f that which was never succe8sfully subsumed 

under the rubric o~ general concepts and rational forms. 

Thus t one of the arguments for which Adorno i8 most noted 

is that the enigmatit distance of individuality is pre-

cisely that which critical theary has the task of defending 

,in an age of univers~lizing instrumental r~tionaliz~tion 

and domipation. 

But this way of com~romising between critical theory 

and.interpretation lad to an uncritical adoption of the ~ 

Hegelian-Marxian definition of particularity -- an antino-

mial definition which still weighted the d4a1ect{c in 

favour of the universal. quasi-self-sufficient subject 

over his con~ingent interactions with the world. Adorno 

had no 'theory of the ha,rmonious social co-being of subjects 

and objects, ln either the epistemological/ontological 

or the empirical. social sense of these terms -- a lacuna 

which i8 e'specially ,glaring in ~ light of Ba1rillard's 

concept of symbolic exchange~or Adorno, human objecti-

fications and the human relation ta things in general were 

. ~ 
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, ~ 

always antalonistic; he conceived'no form of locial 

process which could pose an alternative to the ambiguous 

"dialectic of enlightenment" and the techni.cal imperative 

cf controlling the object. What was worth preserv-' 

iog, according . to Adorno's critique of reification. 
( 

was precisely that which could not be subordinated to the 

general categories of understanding or of praxis -- it 

was almost as if Adorno had constructed a socio-historieal 

version of the very "thin g4n-itself" problem which he 

denied Lukacs the distinction of ;aVi.:0
g ~xp1ained away.14 

Yet Adorno sometimes attemPfe~to write as if "tO 
( . 

contemplate aIl things from the stan point of redemption,,,15 

to criticize in the name of a "reconciliation" in which 

bot h 1\ the und i s tin gui s he d uni t Y 0 f su b j e c t ,8 n d 0 b j e c t 

«and, their antithetic~l hostility" would be transcended by 

"the communication o~ what was distinguished," the "reali-

zation of peace among men as weIl as between men and their 

Others." Adorno deseribed t,his peace as "the state of 

distinetness without domination, with the distinct parti-

c ipating in ea~h 
16' other," 

What Adorno lacked was a means of articulating the 
.J 

connexion between what stands in opposi~ion to the "pre-

vailing reality" and what transcends the antagonistic 

d " '" '1' ~ "S' d 'd h con ltlons ln reconCl latlon. lnce A orno reJecte t e 

idea of the constitutive subject on which Luk~cs' and to 

a certain extent Horkheimer had based the p08sibility o( 

transcending reification, he needed an immanent interpreta-

\ 

1 

j 
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tian of reified phenomena. Here, in Adorno's antinomy 

of emancipatory reason and the non-identical side of the 

abject. critical theory reaches the limit establiahed by 

i tao wn fa i l ure t 0 e x ami 0 eth e bas i s 0 fit' S soc i a l and cu 1-

tural eri-tique, namely ~arx's critique of political economy. 

In Adorno's specifie cultura-l analyses of reification ... 

he often resorted ta Marx ',8 critical definitions of poli-

tical economy without examining their identitari-an and 

t r ans c end e n t a l pre s u,p p 0 s i t ion s . The 1 i mit a t ion s a f th i s 

approach were particularly evident, in Adorna's discussions 

of the non-utilitarian dimensions of modern culture, such 

as popular music and jazz. which he condemnei unreservedly 
,< r 

as the triumphant extension of fetishized exchange value , 

a paradigm case of reification. 

ALI contemporary musical life ia dominated by 
the commodity form; the last pre-capitalist 
re s idue s have b een el imina ted . The con­
sumer is really worshipping the maney that he 
himself has paid for the ticket ta the Toscan-
nioi concert. He has literally 'made' the 
suecess which he reifies and accepts as an ob­
j e e t i v,e cri ter ion, w i th 0 u t r e c 0 g n i z in g hi m sel f 
in iL But he has not made it by likiog the 

J. concer,t, but by buying the ticket. 17 

Marx had defined the nonidentical side of the·commo-

dit y as its "use value." As Baudrillard has paraphrased 

Marx's analysis, use value is "always concrete and parti-

C \1 l a r , con tin g e nt 0 n . i t s 0 wn des tin y, wh eth e r th i s b e in 

the pfoe es s 0 f ind i v idual C on'sumptian 0 r in the 1 abour 

process Exchange value, on the other hand~ is ab-
/~ 

stract and gener,al So i t appears tha t comltlodity 
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fe t i sh ism is npt a fune t ion of + he :e ommodi ty èefined < 
! ,\ 

simult,aneously as exchange value an'cIl use value. but of , 
exchange value a10ne." (Critique.~. 131) Adorno 

\, 

adopts precisely this schema in his account of cultural 

reifieation. but the anomaly of resorting ta the concept 

of "use va lue" to ind ica te what ha s b een 10 s t in the 

apparent reduction of cultural objeetifications to the 

economic logic of consumption and prestige ia never exa-

18 mined and only ambiguous1y aeknowledged. 

T 0 b e str e, ex eh an g e - val u e ex e r t s i t s po w e r in 
a special way in the realm of cultural goods . 
If the commodity in general comb ines exchange­
value and use-value. then the pure use-value, 
whose illusion the cultural goods must preserve 
in completely capitalist society, must be re­
placed by pure exchange-value. which precise1y 
in its capacity as exchange-value deceptively 
takes over the, function of use-value. The 
specifie fetish character of music lies in this 
quid .e!2. quo .19 

Adorno.Is "mistake 18 precisely to subsume the moment of 

particularity under the universal conc~pt of "use value." 

In fact, Adorno attempts ta oriént his entire critique of 

the culture industry from the perspective of this category. 

And although he insists that "t,he concept of musical fet­

ishism cannot be psychologically derived," 20 he resorts 

to a psychological explanation by positing an lIillusion" 

• 
of use value' in the consumption of exchange value, without 

recognizing that 'use value is precisely the ide~logical 

1egitimation of the "consumption" of exchange value -

or the sign-object, as Baudril1ard calls it. (Critique, 

ch. 6) By,loeating reifieation - èommodity fe~ishism 
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.. 
in the moment of consumption itself (as a fetishized 

economic act) 1 Adorno's ana~ysis participates in the ra-

_~r tionale of political economy and fails ta come to grips 

with the systematic, .subject-independent functioning of' 

reified phenomena. By reducing "fetishized" music ta 

the hypothetical intentions of composers, musicians and 

.. 
~ 

\, 

"consumers," Adorno inhibits the possiblity of interpreting 

reification 'as a socio-historical reality of the object, 

or as a type of arrangement of objectifications. He reduce s 

it to the subjects who constitute it.witnout resolving 

the problem. raised by this sort of analysis, of the inten-

tions, or lack of intentions, of the producers and consumers. 

Both Ado'rno and Hork.heimer relied at times on a rather con-

spiratorial view of the link between cultural and "everyday" 
! 

life and the systemic properties of capitalism. Al though 

his analyses could be sensitive to quotidian minutiae. 

Adorno habitually saw behind them only further examples of 

the "opium of the people" theme' which runs through so much 
'; 

vulgar Marxist social criticism. Indeed, he sometimes .. 
seemed to conceive the allegories and messages of "popular 

culture" on the model of fascist political propaganda -

a not unnatural reaction at the time of some of his impor-

tant writings, but misleading in the context of the more 

"advanced" state of American capitalism. If the dominant 

< ' 

class, through its media managerS, sought to divert the 

people from their true interests, Adorno never explained 

how such a diabolical plot could succeed 80 thoroughly in 

... ..... 

,1 
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integrating ies aima into the very 

( life. The notion of a' whole style of exidt n -

imposed by the machinations of the tulture industry had 

its limitations. 

,) 

) 

c' 
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S IGN ING. OFF CRITtCAL THEORY 

At this point, it would be useful once again to look 

at what Marx actually said. In fact. the roots of the· 

problem can be found in a distinction'which' Marx made 

between the 1Ihistorical char,acter" of commodities - which 

he' l oea ted gene ra Il y in the comb ina t ion of an exchange 

value system with the use values of aIl sDcially produced 

objects - and the "meaning" of commodities, a somewhat 
-< 

woollier question which he seems to,have wanted to leave 

#to, bourgeois speculation: 

The characters that stamp products as commodities 
and whose establishment is a necessary prelimin­
ary to the circulation of co~modities, have a1-
ready acquired the stability of natural, self­
understood forms of social life before man seeks 
to decipher, not their historical character, 
for in his eyês they are immutable, ~ut their 
meaning. 21 

A's Marx went on to suggest; deciphering the "meaning"" of a 

" commodity always returns us to the yardstick of priees (and .,.... 
therefore, perhaps, of social status,. as it is reflected 

in incomes, purchasing power, etc.). As we have seen, this 

is essentially Adorno's reading of the "meaning" of commo­-dit~'culture. lt was as if the analysis of culture, in ~ 

order to remain true to Marx in the last instance, must 

commit it;elf to finding as little of a social nature as 
, 

possible behind the "reified screen" of the exchange value 

system and the stric.tly "ideological illusions" it threw 

1 
! 
1 
j 
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~ 

up for individual consumption - except "the social 

, 22 
character of private labour." The p:aradox of critical 

theory is that iOn its effort to defend the idea of culture 

(and the i~tegrit~ of the individual) against the logic 

'of capitalist"economic "development," it refused ta draw 

the th~oretic~l consequences of its own awareness that the 

commodity was ~t purely an economic category; not only 
1 

prestige and status, but even "use value" and "ex change 

value" ate also s6cial significations whieh, although they 

ean be related ta specifie "modes of production," cannot 

be reduced to them. 

Lukacs had argued that "the probl'em of commodities 

must not be conside~ed in isolation, or even as the cent.al 

problem 1n économies, but as the central, structural 

23 problem of capitalist society in aIL its aspects." But 

he had also stated that "under capitalism," ,)art "can 

-exercise no determining influence upon the production of 

consumer goods and indeed the ~uestion of its own existence 

is decided by purely economic factors and the pro~lems 

of technical produc-.tion governed by them."Z4 Thus, al-
'J 

though critical theory readily conceded the commodity as 

a kind of form, and even as a social form (acting as a 

constraint on the human content of .oéiety), it never de v-

eloped this insight to the extent that the commodity 

appeared in the light of an aesthetic logic, a logic of 

Signific-a--ti\Jn;---Ma~m and cr.itic·al theo"ry were satisfied, .Ji . 
on the whole, to answer with abstract, ge~iC categories --

1 
1 
l - , 
1 
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economico-anthropological categories like "need" and 

"Jse value" - which tended to dissolve the sp'ecificity 
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of object's. The F~ankfurt School seems ta have sensed 
. ~..- ..;,..... 

that any attempt to deepen Marx's categoriest'n order to ., ,. 

account 'more' concretely for cultural determi \atio~s might 

" oJ throw critical theory into a crisis. In consequence, 

Horkheimer and Adorno tended to presuppose Marx's critique 

of politicsl economy as given and achieved, and to con~ 

ceive their own work as a'philosophical elaboration'of 

Marx along social and cultural J-ines, AC soon as a cri-' 

tical theorist like Adorno or Marcuse had identified Sorne 

fil 
aspect of culture" and everyday life as h-a-vit!-g been invaded 

by the commod i ty f orm, he then had a tendency t 0 view the 

activity'informing that aspect of culture a~ fetishized 

economic behaviour - so that jazz enthusiasts and young 

couples out for an afternoon dr.ive end up being_cl~sy'ibed 

(by Adorno) as "temple slaves" prostrating themselves 

It f hl' 1 ' f d" ,,25 be ore the t eo oglca caprlces 0 comma ~tles. 

For the Frank,furt Scho.ol, culture in 'general became 

26 "purposelessness for ,the purposes declared by the market." 

In such examples, as Baudrillard points out, the critical 

theory of culture becomes something of a parody of Chris-
, 

tian anti-paganist, an~i-materialist discourse, and of 

rationalist, ethnocentrist anthropology in general. 

(Critique, p, 88)' Sensing 1iohat critical theory would never 

make good on its critique of commbdity culture if it re-

mained at this impasse, Baudr\llard attempted to reexamine 
~ 

the whole problem of the "meaning" of the commodity 

1 
! 
j 

, l, 
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(Marx's somewhat fortuitous phrase) by integrating an 

entirely new level of analysis. But by introducing the 

concept of the'sign, Baudrillard 
1 

brought on ~he crisis 

in critÏ"cal theory which th~ Frankfu~t Schoo1\had deferred 
i ' 

,and threw open Marx's political-economic categories 

for cultural i~terpretation. 

The difference between Baudrillard's work and that 

ot the Frankfurt Sch~ol can be summarized in a very simple 

idea, to wit, that Baudrillard effects a fundamental 

break with Marx by treating commodities not as elements 

in a problematic value system but as terms in a problem· 

• atic ,5 ignify ing sy stem. Baudrillard did not articu1ate 

aIl th~ theoretical implications of this shift explicitly 

until after he had completed major interpretations of the 

abject and of consumption in contemporary cayitalist cul-

ture. Indeed, in Le système des objets, there is no clear 

indication that anything fundamental in Marx or critical 

th~dry is due for reconsideration. Nor, for that matter, 

does structuralism appear particularly problematic. 

Baudrillard see,s merely ta be using semiologLcal methods 

",.. 
to put }lesh on the bones of a number of connections 

which can be found in the work of Marcuse (One Dimensional 

Man). and Adorno. 

Nevertheless, ~n this tradition of critique, Le système 

~ des objets is something of a tour ~ force. No one nad 

ever pr~ded such a coherent survey of the range of things 

in industrial societies, from the automatic starters in 

automobiles ta ashtrays made out of sea she'lls. coffee 

~. 
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grinders a,nd the aesthetics of drugstore malIs. In 

retrospect, l believe, the germ of a fundamental shift 

in p e r\ pee t ive e an b e d ete c t e d • If objects could weave 

such an elaborate skein out of the id-eological, spiri'tual 

and experiential anomalies of life in ~n "alienated" 

culture - if the infrastructure of the everyday life 

which everybody leads eould be shawn to be determined by 

questions of meaning before th~ issue of "value" (and its 

source) ever ~rose - then it would be diffic:..ult to con­

tinue framing the problem of abjects in tetms of their 

purpose in sustaining or reprodueing a productive system, 

and naive to reduce it ta any kind of psychology, however 

103 

sociologized and )l,istoricized, of human need.s. In f:ffect, 
-J 

Baudrillard had asked the question, what social role do 

abjects play in the absence of reification? As we have 

seen, Adorno, who provided perhaps the most sophi,,.<)ticated 

r e ply, c '0 u l dan s we r 0 n l y_ w i th the ab s t ra etc a t ego r y 0 f 

. fference - an interesting response, but an inadl'!quate 

one 1.n the 1 ignt of the c;lifferential seman tic strategies 

of semiotie systems and the satura,tion of the cultural 

environmen't with signs. Indee d, this general candit io-n 

of semiosi. in cap~talist cultures, which Adorno bi~self 
? 

recog~ized. makes his definition of reconciliation in terms 

a f the non-an tagon i s' t ie co-pre s I\!nce 0 f dif f e renc es and 

"the distinct parti 7 ipating in each other" almost useless 

without further clarification of the nature of soc:t"â1 

significations and of the gene~function of objects in 
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social life. Individual relations with things, and the 

larger'function of abjects. have always been complex, 

opaque, psychologically explosive, ungainly. For 

Baudrillard, the pr~blem was to distinguish between this 

"ambivalence," as he called it, and reification as such. 

He would look for an historic shift in the so~ial being 

meanings of objects - in their relations» function,nd 

and not for their sudden emergence on the ne of social 

hi s t 0 r y. a s i f cap i t a lis m .a 1 0 ne h a cl cre a t e d the p r ob lem 

of the th ing and i t s symb 0 lie "va lue." 

1. 
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Arato and Eike Gebhardt (New York: 
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Uri zen Books, 1978)~ 

p. 499: "On.ce radically parted from the object, the 

subject reduces it ta its own meàsure; the subject swallows 

the object, forgetting how much it is -an object itself." 

13 On this theme, see Lukacs, Histbry, pp. 110-149, 
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14 Adorno, "Subject and O'bject," p. 507: "Such non-
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15 Theodor Adorno, M~ima Moralia, trans. E.F.N. 

Jepheott (London: NJ,B, 1974), p. 247. 

16 Adorno, "Subject and Object," pp. 499-500. 
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18 See for example, Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic 

of Enlightenment, p. 158. 
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21 Karl Marx, Capital, ~5 . p • 

22 Marx, 76. p. 
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THE SPHERE OF ~ONSUMPTIQN 

For Baudrillard, the rise of competitive industrial 

capitalism marks the tentative but accelerating emergence 

of the object from its symbolic social nexus. and its 

acce9ssion ta the commutative ve.r~atility of signs. This 

"formàl liberation" of the object defin~s the field of 

modern "consumption," particularly in the sense that the 

commodity' ferm ruptures traditional practical and symbo-

lie social con'S'traints on the object, and on the "prac-

tice" of objects. Further, the transition is complement-

ed by the extirpation of social significations from their 

-referential contexts in social life - a kind of graduaI 

disengagement of the signifier - which p . .roduces the mat-

"erial and the con~itions for new kinds of :reflective 80-

c i a l d i 8 cou r se, in 'è 1 u <Ü J1 g the dis cou r 8 e 0 ( con s u m p t ion 

itself • 

The object-become-sign no longer ~gathers its 
meanin'g Ln the concrete relation between two 
people. It assumes ,its meaning in its differ­
ential relation ta other signs. Somewhat like 
Lévi-Strauss's myths, sign-objects exchange 
among themselves. Thus, only when abjects are 
autonomized as differential signs and thereby 
r end e r e d s y ste ma t i :ta b 1 e ca n 0 n~e s p e a k 0 f con -
sumption and of abjects of consumption. 
(Critique, p. 66) 

Inso,far as the sign-object (or cammodity) is exchanged 

(and not merely projected into an "abstract" domain of 

circulation), it no longer retains the symbolic dimension 

of the act of exchange itself, as a function of the social 

j 

i 
l 
j 
1 
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relationship. 
(' 

Nor, at the macrological level. is the 

sign abject attached ta a symbolic schema of general 80-

" cial proportions. Even the most obvious and widely ac· 

cepted "symbols" of status (which, incidentally, usually 

co mm en c e a sin d ex i cal Sig,n s far e su b j e c t t 0 a p r" 0 ces s 0 f 

more or less indefinite commutation. Because the commo-

dit y form breaks free of social symbolic constraints 

(only some of which concern status), and eventually des-

t\~ys them, it becomes adaptable as a term in a sy!!tem of 

signification, the communicative basis for an extenàed 

sphere of consumption. Yet this i8 an intensely private 

sphe re ies meanings are,not shared in the sense that 

the group or the community is able through them ta trans-

cend the regularities of everyday life in common pursuits. 

Everyday' ll~e, according ta Baudrillard, 

is not just the sum of everyday facts and ges­
tures the dimension of banality and repetition 
ii ie a s~stem of interpretation .•• in which 
the ind i Vl dua 1 rëc ogn :l.ze s' work, 1 e i su re, f amily 
and personal relations in an involutive 
mode. "(!.E,., p. 33) 

Everyday life is "triumphant and euphorie in its effort at 

total autonQmy and of reinterpreting the world 'for internaI 

use ooly. ,If io short, consumption represents
o 

for Baudrillard 
J 

a new kind of irficulate "praxis," and everyday life is the 

field of this -- virtually uninterrupted --- appropriative 

activity, the target zone of 1'mass culture" i~ which the 

individual assiduously and metonymically recomposes the 

world from bits of advertising, news, entertainment, re-
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presentations of glamour, happiness, wealth, power and 

110 .. 

violence. If "from the objective viewpoint of the tota-

lit y, everyday life appears impoverished and reaidual," 

(!.f., p. 33) it i8 nevertheless continuous1y replenished 

with spectacular, sometimès redemptive, always intimate 

i*ages of violence which ~ustain and justify a "moral 
~ 

economy of safety" <!.f., p. 34) in which "the soc.iety of 

consumption wills itself as a sort of encircled Jerusalem, 

rich and menaced." Everyday life, for Baudril1ard, i8 a1-

most a field within a field -- an ethnographer's pipedream. 

',( 

1 

1 
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THE RELATIVITY OF STRUCTURALIST TERMS 

( 
The emergence of the sign-~bject can be viewed trom 

i-
a number of angles. Baudrillàrd's polarity of symbol-and 

sign -- though it i5 not really a structural opposition, 

for it condenses too many historical and social nuances ~ 

might- be taken as an organtizing theme for a range of struc-

tural terms describing a complex pattern of transformation. 

If the commodity is, like the sign, arbitrary and discrete, 

suggesting combinative possibilities and an external re-

lation to the subject, the symbolic or artisanal object 

might, in contrast, be described as "motivated" and conti-

~uous. The symbQl, especially the object in symbolic ex-

change and ritual, i8 fused with the meaning of its con-

text in space and time and thé relationships which define 

its purpose. (Critique, pp. 64-65) lt cannot be 

"abstracted" like the sign. Conversely, the aign-object 

ia never absolutely subordinated ~o Any particular social 

form; it can be juxtaposed quite freely with other sign-

objects, and in th!s sense can be described as fungible 

and "unbound," susceptible to metonymic "displacement," 

or what the structuralists calI a "chain of signifiers." 

Even on the functional plane, the aign-object couples para-

taxically, and tends to block the "transitivity" of the 

$ubject. since the "functional designH of the structural 

• 
object i8 at least partly defined in opposition not only 

ta the artisinal, but to the "Kitsch" abject. Indeed, 

both the madular, functional object and Kitsch emphasize 
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stylization to the point where marks of adaptation to 

human use and proportion are either effaced, uverlaid, or 

el se transmuted into signs of functionality and efficient 

adaptab il i ty. This not only serves indirectly' to produce 
"" 

definitions of the past, but singles out differences in 

1ess versatile,or streamlined objects ~s connotations of 

that "past," and leads to the possibility of superimposing 

defunct stylistic features onto practical objects, like 

doorhandles, in calculated opposition to the functional 

simulations of modern and "post-modern" design - thus 

r e pro duc in g bot h the Kit s cha n d the " In t e, f n a t ion al, " ., the 

past and the future, in a seemingly unstoppable cycle of 

~epresentations. 

The symbolic object, in contrast, is incapa~le of 

this kind of semiotié versatility, but the reasons for , 
this are by no means entirely technical ln origin, that 

is, they cannot aIl be laid at the door of a mode of pro-

duction; even a hand crafted implement -- but certainly 

, a ritual symbol or a gift -- reflects social boundaries 

which place restrictions on the abi1ity to transfer, ex-

change or substitute things. Thus, one might say that 

artisanal, symbolic and ritual objects belonged in a hier-

archy of social mea~ings epitomized by an interior and 

trans~tive'relation to a subject -- whose marks the object 
-~ Il 

l' , 

bo?e'in the traces of its origin, possession and human 

function, If the sign-object appears as a perpetuaI met-

) 

onymy, closed in a formaI system of horizontal relationships, 

then the symbolic object waSt in a sense, a kind of meta-
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phor, a paradigmatic link, a vertical toncentration. 

Still otner categories lend themselves to interpreta-

tion along this axis of mwtaphorlc and metonymic modes 

originally proposed by Jakobson. 1 have already mentioned 

continuous/discrete; ta this can be added analag/digital, 

semantic/syntactic, relation~hip/entity (or "content,,).1 

Th i s b in a r y ,8 e rie s c an bel in k e d u p, th r 0 u g h the p air 

motivated/arbitrary, ta similarity/contiguity and thu8, 
. 

eventually, metaphor/metanymy and symbol/sign, the pair we 

began with. Baudrillard makes interesting ~se of other 

polarities, as weIL, especially, as we have already seen, 

ambivalent/univacal (or plurivocal), style/ambience, to-

gether with transcendence/immanence and a hast of others. 

Obviously these oppositional categories scarcely tell 

us anything by themselves, and it would be an error to 

imagine that the sign-object simply emerges on a préestab-
~ 

lished grid in which one column represents the 1'symbolic" 

universe and the other the rise of capitalist culture. To 

begin with, the pairs simply fail to "line up" without 

con~iderable mediation, and frequently even the terms with-.. 
in one specifi.c apposition-,-'.do not match logical levels. 

It i8 in fact debatable whether si~ilarity and contiguity 

are strictly comparable types of relation. lt can also 

be argued plausibly that metaphor and metonymy are really 

special cases of each Qther, not opposites. For 

Baudrillard, ev en the most basiè pairings, such as moti-

vated/arbitrary, are themselves arbitrary, constituted 

and relative. "In the system of objects, as in every lived 

? 
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system (syst~me v~cu), the great structural oppositions 

are~always other than they seem: what is a structural 

opposition at the level of systèm may be a coherent ra-

tionalization of a conflict ~at the level of actuality,." 

(S.O., p. 53) ..... -
Baudrillard's attempt to revise the theory of commo-

dit y fetishism follows straight from' this argument: the 

objectification 'Of structural oppositions describes the 

process of fetishization, and reification i8 constituted 

by the system of these conceptual "fetishes." Thus, in80-

far as Marx wandered from his definition of the commodit1 

as a social form (comprising the opposition use value/ 

exchange value), and described commodity fetishism instead 
~ 
a~ the alienation of a consciousness - implying an animist 

pro j ec t ion on to an ob j ec t - Baudr i lIard re~t s the theory 

as an ethnocentric European myth. A similar difficulty 

plagues Lukâcs' theory of reification. According ta 

Baudrillard, reification is not a "veiling of consciousness," 

but the exper~ence of..,t. systemic closure, a "totalization 

via sig,ns." (\rgfue, p. 101) The paradigm çase of this -
exp e r i e'-l1 ce 0 f r e i fie d s y ste mat ici t Y 1 i e sin con su m p t ion, 

not production. 

Thus, in critical theory's use of the terms "fetish-

iam" and "reification," we discover how it\terpretation is 

blocked in a generai failure to distingu"ish between the 

fact that social relations are mediated by objects and the 

v!ry different problem of the cOJllmodity. Even Adorno 

'1 
------------~nfuse fetishism with psychologicaL investment 
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in the object, which brought him dangerously close to 

reducing the intentionai process ~f"meaning to a pathology. 

The semantic act always involves, "projection;" if only 
. 

because meaning can never arise solely from a subject 's 
~.,... 

relation to itself - there must aIt ys be another, and 
~~I 1 

of transparent' conscious-
. . 

thlS other never has the status 

ness, <1s Adorno himself taûght. Thè problem, in 

Baudrillard' s view, is not the consllmer' s emotiona.1 '1n-
1 

volvement in '" 1 the object;: .a~ such, but the place of the 

object in an independent system 'of signification. Consump-

tion, as he defines it, is not the appropriation and enjoy-

ment of the obje.ct, but the metonymic ing:estion of reified 

systematiclty through the valorization of a sign. It is, 
t 

" -

as he cal1s it, "the passion for the code." (Critiq.ue, p. 92) 

Here, it i8 useful to recall Baudrillard's argument 

that the sigu Qwes iès discrete character to the structurà-

list's reification of the.signifying process. But the sign-

object itself implies th~s reification. In a sense, then, 

structuralism, aI1d hs systems of opposition, describe a 

real reduction of the cQntinuous to the discrete at the 

level of social relations. But even basic structuralist 

cac.egories like the arbitrary (versus the motivated), the 

discrete (versu-s the continuous) must be relativized in 

their use, for they are produced by the problematic of 

the sign itself. )(Critique, pp. 149-52) This is true J 

for example, of the metaphor/metonymy pair. For 

Baudrillard, these terms function generical1y only ln 

rather impoverished codes, (!.,Q,., p. 223) such as the, 
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.. 
system of objects, which is not a language sinee it 

lacks an adequate syntax and functions with a "'repertoire" 

rather than a diction. (~.Q., p. 222) The system of 

objects is more like an "order of classification" - in 

other words, a taxonomy. (~.Q., p. 224)~n this basis, 

consumption can be interpreted as the p~formance of meta-

phoric and metonymic operations on a structural ~rid. 

At rt:he level of eontrasting social configurations, howev~r, 

the metaphor/metonymy pole only summarizes abstractly 

the difference between th~ symbolic o-bject's grounding ,in 

a subject or social relation and the sign-obje.çt's formaI .. 
autonomy as an element in a system of signiJication which 

is comparatively context-free. 

As far as the meaning of isolated object~ lS concern~d, 

the same terms, together with pairs like transcendence/ 

immanence and interiority/exteriority, serve as weIl or , 

better to highlight the differences between bourgeois 50-

ciety at its height and contemporary "mass culture" than . ' 
1 

to contrast capitalist and pre-cap:i,.talist modes. A whole 

progression can be traeed from the traditional, pre-~api-

tal,ist household through the bourgeois home' ta "jIlodern" 

accommodations. In the latter, for example, the communal 

features of the traditio~al household -- one thinks of the 

rich, multi-levelled ref~rences of the hearth, which com-

bined the facilities of heating, cooking; gath~ring, work-
Q • ~ '\. 

ing and sleeping aIl in one convivial' space - have beet;l 

replace\i, at the o-ther extreme of modern "domesticity,.." 

by a modular style of organiozation, or "syntagmatic ealcu-

.' 
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1 us, " (S • 0 ., p. 2:f in wh i chf une t ion s are b r 0 ken do wn , 

reoambi\:d ~ and redis t ributed ac carding to a "technica 1" 

logic whïèh lS not necessarily always practical. Half 

way along the· scale, ion the bourgeois home, this reorgan-

ization into separate functions has already begun (elabor-

ate spatial divisions). Individual objects begin to take 

on a metaphoric significance (on the axis public/private) 

which has little to do with the sense of symbolic exchange, 

but is still less arbitrary than the sign, sinee the 

"anthropomorphic"l dimension of symbolic relations has not 

been fully abstracted in the commodity system. Thus, the 

bourgeD~s mirror i8 metaphoric in relation to the conti-

guous logic of modern interior design, for example. 

(~ . .e.., pp. 27-28) The almost overbearing symbolism of 
",. 

t.he mirror, and its function as spatial witness to .the 

interiority and identity of the family, (and to the re~ 

assuring redundaney of the opulent surroundings), ean be 

weighed against the living room television set, "isolated 
> 

in a corner on a pedestal . " sueh that "the TV consti-

tùtes an eeeentric pole opposing the traditional centrality 

o~ the room," whieh i5 henceforth "redistributed as a field 

of vision," etc. (Critique, p. 56) ls for the mirror 

itself, it has been tak~n out of its frame and shattered 

in t 0 a se rie s of s ma Il e r, " f une t i ~ n a 1" r e fIe ct i fi g su r f ace s , 

each designed for the specifie types of "living space," 

and sometimes incorporated into the household "eombinatory" 
~ 

as a design feature employed in order to ereate "ambient" 
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illusions of space, abundance and movement. This pure 

"imman~nce" (as opposed to the implied transcendence of 

the b 0 ur g e 0 i s m i'r ~ri-r ) i saI sot h e fat e 0 f the c. e nt raI i z e d , , 

symbolically charged clock, particularly the grandfather 

clock and the mantlepiece elock, (~ . .Q.., p. 29) whieh have 

sinee been diffused throughout the ?ouS~hol~ a~ a sub-

ordinate component of innumerable other objects: the ra-

dia, television set, stove, wristwateh, various timêr.,s, 

alarm devices, and ornaments. 

1 
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GRIPPlNG THE FUNCTlONAL SIGN 

The basic notion of an historie shift in the social 

being of abjects lS of course implicit in Marx's account 
, 11 

of the rise of the exchange value sys.tem. But Marx 

grasped the abject primarily as a means, whose end was 

the maintenance, and eventually the irnprovernent, of life . 

The perspective from which he viewed and criticized the 

commodity system was ,the production of use values and _the 

pro b 1 e m 0 f .t h e ira Il 0 ca t ion ~ c car d in g tan e e d s - the i r 

rational distribution. What Baudrillard wanted was a way 

of conceptualizirrg the commodity as a change ~n the farm 

of the social objeçt - as a cultural transformation 

and for this purpose, the notion of use value proved 1n-

conclusive. 

In Le syst.ème des objets, Baudrillard was concerned 

almost exclusively with the way objects are practiced 

socially - iilnd this presented a number of problems" not 

• 

the least of which bad ta do with how these object-practi7 

ces could be articulated critically without reducing their 

meaning to ready-made categories. At this level, at any 

rate, the critical frame of reference could not be struc-

tured around allegedly "authentic f1 values without destroy-

ing the moment of specificity on which interpretation de-

pende<J • lt was pointless to speak of "alienation," 

Baudrillard argued, even with respec~ to the sometimes in-

tense personal psychological investinent in apparently tri-

vial or illusory differences between products because 

-- .~ ~-- ---



(~ 

.. 

"120 

"they are real froll1 th~ moment they are valorized as 

such. ", 

How does one question the satisfaction of some­
one who buys a waste bin with flower designs 
or an 'anti-magnetic' razor1 No theory of 
needs permits us to giv'e priority' ta one lived 
satisfaction more than any other. If, the de­
mand for personal satisfaction i5 50 profound 
that in the absence of anythin~ else it incar­
nate,s in 'personalized' abjects, how can this 
movement be' cond'emned, and in the name of 
wh a t " au th e nt i c" es sen c e 0 f val u e ? (.§. .2.., p. 182) 

J 
Another problem lay in the technical status of objects. 

In his first book, Baudrillard grasped the emergence of 

the object from its symbolic nexus in traditional societies , 

primarily against the backdrop of the industrial revolution 

and the rise of competitive capitalism as Marx had described 

it in Capital. Hence, the obvious heuristic schema for 

'" situating the issue 06 technicity was the graduaI, but. 

as Marx had shown, socially and hi~torically decisive~ 

r,eplacement of' artisanal labour by seriaI production. 

C.§..o •• pp.5.8-60) Not only could one begin to generalize 

about technical organization with reference to these con-

ttastingmodes of production. but'one could even speak of 

the very diff~rent social concepts which would tend ta 

cluster around the products of mechanized industry as 

opposed ta the things pToduced by craftsmen. This wa~,~in 

fact~ one of tne great themes developed by Walter Benjamin 

in his well-known essay, "The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction.,,2 

While Benjamin was concerned with the "lôss of aura" 
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implicit in the serialized object (the reproduction of 

works of art was his paradigm case), and the way in which 

seriaI production eliminated the-unique presence of the 

abject, its reference beyond ,the sphere of abjects, or, 

in other words, Lts symbolic, "vertical" tie with a human 

origin and purpose. h~ was also sensitive ta the new con-

stellations of meaning and activity surrounding the abject, 

and how technical deve)opments interrelated with, or even' 

produced, qualitatively different forms of experience. In 

this sense, Lt is possible to imagine that Benjamin would 

intuitively have understood McLuhan's phrase, "the medium -.: is the message," and like Baudrillard, that he would have 

related it to the form of reification and to the develop-
. 

ment of a new social logic of signification. However, 

precisely where Benjamin identified the forms of reified 

sociality with the greatest specificity, as vith the film 

" industry,_ his critical acumen seemed to be overwhelmed by 

the immediacy of te'chnologically fostered collective ex-

perience and mass political organization, which seemed ta 

him to herald a possible rebirth of community and defeat 

of the authoritarianism implicit in the "aura" of symbolic 

objects. In effect, he presented a highly ambiguous alle-

gory about a democracy of objects whose underlying moral 

seems to have been the positive value of accessibility ta 

the "masses," against which the "aura" 

jects had always militated through its 

an archaic system of privilege. 

of t ra~i t i14 ob­

ec'onomlC {inkf to 
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It is not difficult ta see how Marx's great metapnor 

of the "socialization of production" under capitalism 

determined SOrne of Benjamin's conclusions. In his analysi5 

of the upheaval in perception engende(ed by the advent of 

moving pictures (the "sense of the universal equal ity of 

things,,3), he concentrated on the possibilities of the 

new medium for segmentation, rearrangement, analysis and 

"permeation of reality.,,4 Apparently, the "crisis" of the 

stage brought on by the advent of film appeared ta him as 

a crisis of capitalist culture itself. In the increased 

division of labour which film imposed on theatrical per-

formance, (the fragmentation not only of the actor's per-

formance, but also of the conceptualization of his raIe), 

Benjamin saw paradoxically a liberation of the actor: 
, 

"For the first time - and this is the effect of the cin-

ema - man has to operate ,with his whole living person, 

yet forego~ng his aura. ,,5 Si.arly, in the massive, 

functional extension of the reading public associated with 

the explosion of popular presses, Benjamin believed that 

"the distinction between author and public is about to 

losê -its character,tI and that p'fblication is now a theore-

6 tic a 1 po S s i b 1 i t Y for "a n'y g a in full y e m plo Y e d Eu r 0 p e an . Il 

But the collapse of traditional authority signalized 

~n this new social ontology of things designed by and for 

reproducibility is not entirely salutary. In a later essay. 

"Sorne Motifs in Baudelaire," Benjamin stressed the 10ss, 

in the new technical ethos, of a kind of Weberian social 

ene han tmen t. Here» aura is no longer defined as the haughty 
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distance of ritual authority, mirroring the aesthetie 

( and politieal passivity of the masses. lt becomes the 
, 

" r e c i pro c i t Y JI 0 f the cr a f t e d 0 b j e c t who s e huma n and soc i al 

origins 'are still legible: "To perceive the aura of an 

ob j e e t weI 0 0 kat: me ans toi n v est i t w i th the ab i lit Y t 0 

look at us in return."
7 In contrast to this, Benjamin 

comments that "the eye of the ~'ity dweller is overburdened 

with protective functions" in which "there is no daydream-

r 

ing surrender to faraway things," and quotes GO'erg Simmal 

t 0 the- e f f e c t th a t " Bef 0 r e bus es. rai 1 r 0 a d san d t r am s . 

~ 

people were never put in a position of having to stare at 

one another for minutes or even hours on end without ex-

cha'nging a wo rd. ,,8 Here, Benjamin comments on the muteneS8 

not only of seriaI experience and social organization, but 

of the standardiud object which mirrors them. And 

Bènjamin 's allusions to the lost "personality" of th'e tra-

ditional or ceremonial abject and ta a kind of social 

dialogue once implicit in the aura of things anticipate one 

of Baudrillard 'a, major themea: the repression of symbolic 

exchange by the sign form. Ben j a m in ha d pro f 0 u.n d 1 yan d 

suggestively grasped the manner in which the emerging 

hegemony of the commodity form would recompose an ex~ressive) 

relatively anthropomorphic social environment into a field 

for the pla;y of unbound elements in a system of "communi-

cation." 

The esteem in which Benjamin's work i8 held may be 

evidence that a measure of very general agreement about the 

different significance of the artisanal and industrially 
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produced object ia possible. But this does not nece&sarily 

simplify the problem of int:erpretation. As Baudrillard 

points out, seriaI production has by no means eliminated 

. the artisanal or symbolic object, whose relies connote 

unique, naturai and authentic qualities - references to 

a kind of "origin" - which " seem to' escape the system" 

of objects and to "contradiet the demands of a functional 

calculus in order to respond to the vows of another order." 

(~.~.,p. 89) The contradiction can be seen clearly in 

terms of something as basic as living accommoda t ton s : 
\ 

Wh a te! ver 0 n e J s soc i a lIe v el in Fra n cet 0 d a y 
(1969., one's domicile ia not necessarily per­
ceived as a 'consumption' good. The question 
of residence 18 still very 1008ely associated 
with patrimonial goods in general, and it s 
symbolic scheme remains largely that of the 
body For the l,ogic of consumption to' 
penetrate heret the exteriority of the sign 
i8 required •. One mU8t avoid the appearance 
of filiation and identification.. On1y a 
certain discretionary income permits one to play 
with objects as status signs - a stage of fash­
ion and the 'garoe' where the aymbol ie artd the 
utilitarian are both exhausted " In 
Fr Il ne e, a t l e a st - the ma r gin 0 f f r e e pla y 
for the mobile combinatory of prestige or for 
the game of substitution is limited. <Critique, p.69) 

However, it is, l believe, not difficult for Baudtillard 

to show that the symbolic schema of the house ia not: tlir-

reducible" at~d that "even this can succumb to the differen-

tial and reified connotations of fashion logie." 

This. demonstrates the futility of any 
attempt to define t:h.e object empiric.ally • 
Is a house an object? Some would contest this 

The def ini t i on of an ob j ect of consumpt ion 
is entirely independent of objects themselves 
and exe lusi ve ly the fo.ne t: ion 0 f the logie of 
• i gn i fie a t ion s . ( Cri ti que, 'p. 67 ) 

,,' , 
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But at the level of technical Qrganiution, ~he 

coexistence of disparate objects, however adaptable to a 

system of "perso-nalized" semantic complementarity (!.~., 

p. 98) remaina a problem. To begin with, the schema cr'aftl 

manufacture does not exhaust the ideological nuances of 

technicity: 

Perhaps, after studying the ~tructures of the 
animist Imaginary, and then the energist 
Imaginatiry, we will have to Btudy a kind of 
cybernetic Imaginary, whose focal myth would 
no longer be the organicism or functionalism 
of the previous modes, but an absolu te global 
interrelationality. For the moment. however, 
the ev.eryday environment iB divided in unequa1 
proportions between the three modes. The tra­
ditional buffet, the automobile and the tape 
recorder coexist in the same circ1e. (s.a .• p. 142) 

The difficulty is compounded by what Roland Barthes 

9 
has called "the universal semantization of usages." "As 

800n as there lS 'a society, every usage is converted into 

a sig n 0 fit sel f • " l O T hi s pre c 1 u des the po s s ib i 1 i t Y 0 f 

making a simple distinction between "practical" purposes .. 
and semiologieal "appearances." As l noted in Chatpter l, 

Lévi-Strauss defendf his semiologiea1 approach partly on 
, 1 

the grounds of precisely such a distinction.. But Lévi-

Strauss's claim that "a stone axe can be a Bign . 

\ 

(insoiar as) it takes the place of a different implement 

wh i cha n 0 the r soc i e t y e m plo Y s for )oh e sam e pur p 0 se" 
1 

in other words, the idea of comparing the different cul-

tural incarnations of constarit: functions-, "the equï'valents 

of choices which society se$ms to make"ll - would only 

lead to an inconclusive, comparative inventory of cultural 
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signs if confined purely to the level of objects as 
o 

signifiera. Not only is the presence or absence of func-

tian and utility a cultural signification in its own 

right which the aesthetic torays of a Duchamp have 

shown ta be of increasing ideological camplexity in our 

~ociety -- but functionality and usefulness can be built 

-inta'the object as a redundant sign which becames only 
~ 

~ne of a panoply of connotati.-. and takes on its meaning 
'* 

in~an extended system having nothing ta do with a tradi-

tiol'lal "plane of practical mediation between a matter to; 

be transformed and a human who transforms it." 

p. 62) Functional choiçes concerning strength. power, 

durability, pliability, material, fit, conformity to the 
1 

contours of the hand, simplicity of appearance, etc., are 

carried over. as if mobilized in sorne public campai)n 

against Kitsch, illto areas where such considera-tions are 

marginal or entirely superfluaus. 

As Bauçlrillard points out, these choices, and the " 

"marginal differences" they,embody, cons1;itute a sort of 

second order language of functionality which, combined 

with other signs, entera into a ditlectic of "model" and 
1 ---. 

"series," where the model ~r/con~inUallY generated as an 
y , 

internalized idea of "abso~ute sin.gularity" out of the 
\ ( 

experience of thè series, and the ser i e s ext ends i t se lf in 

a seeming1y indefinite inductive concatenatio~ of the 

mo de 1 . (~.~., pp. 163-172). -- - --------------­Wh a t e mer g e sis a -c u 1 tu raI 

system incarnated in objects which is quite distinct from 

anything Âfprimi"t'ive" and has noth.ing to do with traditional 

.. 
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"style" - although it LS fully capable of integrating 

~lements from these other ~odes without risking its entire-

ly self-eontained and tautologieal structure. «See, 

"L'objet marginal, l'objet ancien~" (!.Q., p. 89-102). 

The "miracle of the system" (~.Q. ~ p. 172) lies in its 

ability to wed the principle of individuation with social 

Integration and conformity, since the act of selection i8 

Inevitable, «there is no single model of anything in this 

system, since this would be "a sign of poverty" (!.,e.., 

p. 167)>> and each personalized choice reconfirms the socio-

economic order. 

To become "an object of consumption, the object 
must become a sign, that is,< exterior in some 
manner to a relation it only signifies - hence, 
als~ arbitrary and not coherent in this' c~ncret~ 
selation; it acquires its coherence, and thus 
its meaning, in an a~stract and systema:t:îc 
relation to a11 the other object-signs. This is 
how it 'personalizes,' entèrs into the series, 
etc. lt is consumed - not in its materiality, 
but in i t s d i ff e r e ne e . ~(~ . Q.., pp. 233 - 3 4 ) 

In effect, the system of o~jects and the constraint 

of consumption impose a "game of substitutions" on the 

individual which is reminiscent in Some ways of Lévi-

Strauss's theory, of "primitive thought" - or bricolage. 

But for Baudrillard, as ve have seen, this "logic" is 

fundamentally opposed to symbolic exchange, and to the 

ambivalence of symbolic objects (such as Mauss's "gift") 

which are "not autonomous, hence not codifiable as signs. 
--- -----~~- ~ 

----~-~ --- --

Since they do not depend on econo~i-.è èxeiIa~~ !hey are 
-------~--

-----------not amenable to systematization as commodities and exchange -
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value." (Critique, p. 65) For Baudrillard, the "concrete 

thought" implicit in the endless taxonomie play-,of models 

and series describes ~he operation of a code of significa-

tian which does not express meaning but generates a 

simulation model of meaning and of collective social exis-

tence. In other words, for Baudrillard, Levi-Strauss's 

semiotic models are in m~'respects, ironically, ethrto-

centric projections a Cri~CiSm which has been echoed by 

social anthropologists: 

cLévi-Strauss's anthropology. is a Cartesian 
anthropology that strips cognition of meaning 
and affect, ~nies the integral relations of 
theory and pr xis, and thus represents men as 
the eternal victims of their brains, ceaselessly 
driving to a semble and "disassemble mental 
elements, forced forever ta enact these ad hoc 
schemes in an imitation of life. These are 
i mag e s ~ ~ 0 wn al i e n a t ion. " 12 

For Baudrillard, ,the autonomy of the sign alwa~s 
~ . 

implies the destruction of the symbolic and the "abstrac-
. 

tion" of its social forms. The contemporary "decay of 

gift giving," ta mention one exampfe, was also observed 

by Adorno, who remarked that the decline of this form of 

exchange was "mirrored in the distressing invention of 

gift-articles, based on the assumption that one does not 

13 know what ta give because one really daes nat want to." 

But Adorno's psychological 'explanation of the "assumption" 

behind the gift "item" 'seems hardly convincing - and the 

"emb.arras sment" he no tes i s ha rd Iy surpr i s ing - when one 

ponders Baudrillard's observation that the signification 

of the sign-object i8 systemic in origln, and lends its dis-
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crete and arbitrary term on1y awkwardly to the analogie 

and ambivalent form of personal relationships: It does, 

after aIl, seem presumptuous to "personalize" others by 

bestowing gifts upon- them. The act qf giving becomes the 

moral equivalent of second guessing a further, erosion 

of the symbolic dimensioh. 

Thus, argues Baudrilla-rd. th,e social domain of sign-

objects, in its autonomy and its abstraction. lS entirely 

contemporary with the expans~~n of the commodity system 

the direct outgrowth, if not in some sense the essence, of 

industrial capitalist culture. And it is fully implied 

not transcended or negated - in the modernist "design" 

programs which, in .their quest for a "natural" identity of 

form and function, usefulness and beauty, only reinforce 

the rationalist myth of: political economy - that "produc-

tion," "consumption," "needs," and economic values 

(includi'A,.,g use value) can aIl be coordinated in a naturaI 

harmony - that, in short, soci'al life can be rationalized 

b h . d· . . 1 . 'f· 14 y t e JU l.C10US manlpu atlon 0 sl.gns. Any attempt to 

.project a system of objects (in ~he "unreS'"tr,icted. autotelic 

sense sugge'sted here - and particularly in terms of the 

model of sign-consumption) to pre-capita~ist, or.pre­

industrial societies, would be anachronistic and misleading. 

The difference on which Baudrillard insists between the 

symbolic context of a practice and the significatory func-

tion of objeets has been commented upon by many anthropolo-

gists, fncluding Lévi-Strauss. But the basis of this in-

sight lies 

4 

" -~n a fundamentally hermeneutic approach to 
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J 
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culture and society,·'a point made most eloq,uently, 1 

think, by aeter Winch in an important debate about the 

grounds on which symbolic rituals may be interpreted: 

This. ~ is precisely what Maclntyre misses 
in his treatment of Zande magic: he can see 
in it only a misguided technique ,for produc ing 
consumer goods.' But "a Zaude's crops are not 
just potential objects of consumption: the life 
he lives, his relations with his fellows, his 
chances for acting decently or doing evil, May 

~ aIl spring from his relation to his crops. 
Magica1'rites consitute a form of expression 
in whi€h these possibilities and dangers may 
be contemp1ated and reflected on . The 
difficulty we find in accepting this is not 
merety its remoçeness from science, but an aspect 
of the general difficu1ty we find . of 
thinking about such matters at aIl except in 
terms of " e fficiency of production" - produc-

Q" tion, t"hat is, for consumption. This again 
}'iJo-'~ " is a symptom of what Marx cal1ed the "a1iena-

tion" characteristic of man in industrial soci­
ety, though Marx's own confusions about the 
relatio~$ between production an~ consumption 15 
are furth~r symptoms of that same a1ienation • 

• 
c 

.' " 
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FUNCTlONAL DYSFUNCTIONS 

The result of the argument so far is that the 

distinction - even, the opposition posited qy Marx 

and the political economlsts, between use value and 

exchange value is wanting in precision, at least from 

the semiological point of view. lt est~blishes an 

arbitrary distinction between the object's public and 

private significance, ànd tends to naturalize the act of 

consumption. Of course, Marx recognized this when he 

stressed that "the development of industry suspends 
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'16 17 natural necessity" through the "production of new needs fl 

1" 
and "the transformation of what was previously superfluous 

into what ls necessary, as a historically created necess-

't ,,18 
~ y. ,lndeed, for Marx .. consumption, together with 

exchange and distribution. always appeared. in the Iast 

dia1ectica1 turn, as a function of production. " The 

object is not the only thing which production crea tes for 

çonsumption. Production also gives consumption its spe-

c.ificity, its character. 'U . "Production thus not only 

creates an .abject for the subject~ but alsQ a subject for 

the abject." "Production thus creates the cons?mer . 
, 

In such passages, Marx seems to be admitting that the ca-

tegory of use value can never transcend particu1ar and 

arbitrary cultural determinations. Ironical1y, in his 

ve ry ins i s tence on produc t,ion as the de terminant ins tance, 

Marx eliminates the lflossibility of critical cultural dis-
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relativism which can never get beyond describing the mode 

of production and its metaphorical references in the. 

superstructure. (~.!:., p. 120) 

But the pro b 1 e m 0 f "t e c h n ici t Y ,~ cl 0 e s no t go a w a y b Y 

assimilating function in certain ways to signification. 

Technicity 5eems to exi$t, as it were, in a cross-cultural 

va c cu u m . The for m 0 f mas S c 0 mm uni c a t ion ste c h n 0 log y, for 

example, has remained uniformly monologic throughout the 

world, although its rate of Implementation has been uneven. 
, 

There are pr~cious few contexts in which the presence or 

absence of television services can meaningfully be compared. 

Suçh, is probably the case for the fully-,developed c~mmodity 

culture, and, perhaps even fOr the pattern of, industrializa­

~ion as a whole. But the point i8 that it is difficult do 
discover incontrovertible criteria for separating out a 

rélatively non-semantic, supracultural level from the ,do-

main of signs, because the functionality of techniques and 

objects seems to be in-escapably embedded in contexts of 

éultural c.hoice. 

It would appear that it was precisely in order to 

respond to these difficulties that Baudri11ard discussed 
.. . 

Gilbert Simondon's Du ~ d'existence des objets te'chniques 

in the "Introduction" to Le syst~me des objêtS.
20 - -

Simondon had written convincirtgly of "an objective pro-

gr e s S 0 f the tee h nie a lob j e ct" in wh i ch. 

the real t achno logica 1 prob 1 am wa s tha t of con­
ve~gin~ the functions in a structural unit y and 

a 
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not the search for a compromise between 
conflicting demands. At the Emit, in this 
movement from the abstract to the concrete, 
the teehnical abject tends to resemble the 
state of a system entirely'coherent with itself, 
entirely unified. 21 

Baud r i 11 a rd de s cri b e s th i s, a na 1 ys i sas " e s se nt i al" 

sinee "it proyides us with the e1ements of a coherence 

never lived, never manifest in the real practice of ob-

jects." (!.Q., p. Il) Wit~ such an analysis of relati-

vely ide~lized forms serving as a baekdrop. the cu1tural-

ide 0 log Le a 1, var ~ a ti 0 n s 0 f d i ff e r e n t s t a-g e 5 0 fin dus tri a 1 

society could be made to emerge in bolder relief. In 

par tic u 1 a r, i t en a b 1 e d Bau d r i Il a rd t 0 exp loi t, the con t ra s t 
\ 
\ 

be~ween a highly articulated,'formal coherence of pure 

technical features and-the heterogen~ity of actual design 

and everyday use. If Simondon's formal·ana1ysis of "tech-- \ 

nemes" allowed one to think heuristical1y of a "languag'e" 

of technology, th en 'attention to the way objects are actu-

a11y received, adapted and "practiced l1 would reveal, in a 

sen'se, "how the 'language' of objects is 'spoken.'" 

(! . 0 ., p. 15) 
c 

Simondon's thesis, however debatable (it suggested an 

i.mmanent pr inc ip 1 e 0 f f orm gove rning "pule" technica 1 deve-

lopment), allowed an essentially humanistic i~terpretatlan 

of cybernetic rationality; if "man" was to avé'rt bis -nlythic 

fate of domInation by the machine - the ultimate reifica-

tion he must spurn his own temptation ta pervert techno-

logy" into a tool of dominati.on; the rational use of techno-' 
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... 
logy implied intelligent respect for the 'potential of ' 

technical forms as open systems; technology could best 

render its service as a media~ion be~ween people and be-

t w e en" man" and " n a t ure" if the a d van tage s 0 f su pp lei n ter-

connection made possible by formaI simplicity were not 

thwarted by instru~ental expediency and one-sfdidness. 

Simondon's morphologyallowed another dimension of 

critical interpretation to emerge. For example, the ideo-

logical imperative of efficiency and functionality could he 

shown to backfire, at a certain point, on these very prin-

ciples themselves. "The more the obj ec t is made ta respond 

to the demands of personalization," Baudril1ard explained, 

"the more its essential characteristics are encuinbered by 

external requirement's." (.i.O., p. 169) The au tomob il e 

provides the most familiar example, since from a purely 

technical vantage point, standard automobile manufacture 

has converted th~ internaI combustion engine into a formally 

closed system susceptible to th, failure of e~ternally 

aggregatjed {unctions and super{1~, automati.m: separate 

heating, cooling, lighting, starting and transmission sys­

tems aIL escape the reguIation of the engi~e itself; the 

automobile becomes "logically more simple, «but» techni-

èa1Iy more complex, because it brings together several com-

pIete systems.,,22 Thus, it i8 not on1y more difficult and 

expensive to build, but aIso to maintain in running order. 

Given the technical superfluity and formaI d~ssonance of 1 

the battery-run- starting system - to name onlyone servo-

mechanistic device systematically integrated into automo-
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bile design -- its successful introduction (in place of 

the handcrank) begs for a certain ideological scrutiny. 

Just as the exaggerated fins and chrome work characteris-

tic of certain periods of automobile co~struction function 

as signs of status, modernity, efficieney, power, elega~ee 

and various kinds of stereotyped identity, the "use of 

a superabundance of automatism in accessories and the sys-

tematie 
• Ii 

recourse to the servomechanism even when physical 

capacities would hardly be exceeded by direct forms of eon-

23 trol" invites an interpretation of "connotations of 

automatism." As Baudrillard suggests, these effect a kind 

of parody of dualistic rationalism, a sort of rhetoric of 

the "ghost in the machine." 

\ 

Beeause the automatized abject 'works aIl by 
itself,' it suggests a resemblance with the 
autonomous individual. We are confronted with 
a new anthro~ofuorphism. Utensi1s, furniture, 
the house itself once bore in their morphology, 
th~ir usage, clear imprints of the human pre­
sence and image. This collusion ia destroyed 
at the level of technically perfected objects, 
but it is being replaced by a symbolism which is 
no longer concerned with primary functions, but 
with superstructural functions. It is no longer 
the apecialized gestures, the energy, the needs, 
and the body-image which man projects into the 
automatized abject; it is the autonamy of his 
cansciousness, his power of control, his own 
individuality, the ide a of his persan. (~.~., 
p. 134) 

Wh e r e a s art i san a 1 pro duc t ion cou 1 d p e r mit "i n e s sen t i al" 

features ta vary with the cantext of the creator and the 

user, the peculiarity of commercialized technical develop-

ment is that it tends tç build the inessential into the 

very structure of technology as a permanent and debi1itating 
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feature. (~.O., pp. 131-160; 169) It lS precisely this 

possibility of repeating the inessentia1 in fixed form 

which permits a kind of biaa ta infest entire classes of 

abjects in a systematic way, lending a peculiar kind of 

entropie resonance to the "ambience" of "everyday life." 

Of cou r se, the omn ipresence of s tanda rd ize d tri via l i ty in 

less elaborate abjects - cDffee cups~ doorknobs~ 1amp 

fixtures, cigarette lighters - can be explained away on 

any number of grounds. But its systematicity cannat be 

denied; and the disaster of the automobile ean be documen-

ted endlessly not only on the practical or economic but on 

the social and cultural planes. But in the case of those 

high1y sophisticated commodities which participate in what 

Ba.udrillard calls the I~cybernetic imaginary," the ·function 

of semiosis seems a1most ta move to a level of second arder 

social commentary. The obvious recuperative saturation of 

social dissonance and deferred change by signs during the 

"one-dimensional" phase of capitalism lS replaced by an 

interpretive dynamic which seemS ta herald a new social 

arder for which there exista no metalanguage, no principle 

of rational criticism. "Objects have become more complex 

than the human behaviour relative ta those abjects," 

states Baudrillard. (~.S!.., p. 68) The operative infra-

structure of techniques is rendered less and less accessible 

to the user, who is <:aught up in the vertiginous illusion 

of absolute personal control fostere~ by a proliferation, 

of dials, buttons and registers. It is as if social life -
had been placed on automatic pilot. "In this tendency 
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(~ 
away from a fluid and open structuration Qf practices," 

Baudrillard suggests, "man reveals what is in a sense 
1. 

1 
his ~ meaniIl'€ in a technid:al society: tha t of the 

\ • , 
f 

lIlast beautiful multipurpose abject, an instrumental model." 

1 
f 
i 

(!.O., p. 135) "Man is rendered incoherent by the cohe-

rence of his structural projection." (!.,2.., p.69) 

• 1 
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THE SELF-GOVERNING SIGN: FROM STATUS SYSTEM TO CODE 

Consumption\can be conceived as, in effect, a 
characteristic mcdality of our industrial civil­
ization - but only if we detach it from its 
current acceptation as a process of satisfying 
needs. Consumption is not a mode of passive 
absorption and appropriation ta be opposed to 
the active mode of production, in order ta 
balance naive schemas of behaviour (and of ali­
enation). We must see clearly from the begin­
ning that consumption i5 an active type of rela­
tion (not only to abjects, but to the collecti­
vit y and to the world); consumptio~, as a type 
of systematic activity an~ of global response, 
serves as the basis for our whole cultural 
system. (~.Q., p. 232) 

l t i s a t ru i sm th a t "c ons u m p t ion" ha s a te n den c y t 0 

be organized around some system for articulating and dis-

tributing social st"atus. The arrangement of status can 

be - and is usually - highly complex, and s ince i ts dis-

position would always be primarily semiological, it lS nO 

dOub:Jusceptible to a kind of intrinsic ana1ysis. As 

soon as any element cf social life becomes imbued with 
~ 

" s t a,n d in g " ( art he 1 a c k 0 fit), i t i mIQ e dia tel y bec 0 mes a 

sign or,mark of that social station. The peculiarity of 

status signification, then, would be that its referential 
r 

system ia, L,n a sense, relatively self-contained, its dis-

course is self-generating, sa that status i5 always fully 

"present and accounted for," as it weret in its own signs. 

The logic of statu8 differentiation generally has 

a faintly tautological air about it, and taken in 

isolation, it provides an excellent example of the sort of 

convention'al system of meaning, "produced" by. th-e "play of 
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differences~" and governed by a code, whieh structuralism 
of. 

tends and often prefers to equate with "language" in the 

strictest as weIl as the broadest senses. 

But if, as a kind of "sign logie," status systems 

ma y b e gr an t e d ace r ta in pro vi 8 ion al, s t rue tu r a 1 in d e pen d -

ence in the larger symbolic and practical contexts of soci­

eties as a whole, this "autonomization" of status m~st be 

viewed as an oversimplification. lt is not a question of 

denying (or admitting) the theoretical possibility of 

reading everyth ing social in term...s of such signifying sys-

terns. But everything social cannat be generated froJll or 

reduced to this kind of controlled signification. An order 

of I?rivileges will usually bear some reference' to material 

conditions (as the exalted status of the impaverished pea-

sant farmer in traditional Chinese society would seem to 

. d' l) ln l.cate ; and more importantJ.y, in pre-industrial soci-

eties, the serniological power to order and 'graduate the 

sociaY field 18 generally contingent on symbolic restric-

tions and indeed fréquently subject to aIl out, symbolic 

resistance. The tribal chief tain ia excoriated, a'nd his 

2 
authority turned on its head; the initiate passes through 

a "liminal zone" of symbo1ic universals whieh tranÂcend 

the parochia1 ordér of conventional society or suffuse it 

with unsettling ambivalence;3 and the unfortunate or less 

q wc .... 

privileged can paralyze the status ~ with dramatic threats 

f " l . 1 4 .0 splrltua Vl.O ence. 

In aIl such cases. the logic of the aign, which would 

embody structured asymmetries of privi1ege, wealth and 
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power, is deconstruetèd in the aqua regia of "symbolic 

exehange" whieh. to paraphrase Baudrillard, is an ambiva-

lent. always reciprocal p,rocess op,posed to the abstraction 

of the sign and its basis in the segmentation and hierar­

chization of social material. 5 

According ta Baudrillard, it is only when the "sociai 

code" i8 "liberated" from its 8ymbolie constraints that 

its form becomes generalizable and the manipulation of 

distinctive marks and abstract signs acquires an indepen-

den,t sphere of operation. In Baudrillard 's interpretation, , 

this is precisely what the commodity aehieves; or rather, 

the generalizability of the commodity form epitomizes this 

historieal development of pol iticiill economy. As in'-Lukacs' 

theory of reific,ation, the onset of capitalism ia marked 

at the social level by the gradual separation of spheres 

of practical action and, of social m~aning. Baudrillard 

demofl:strates, however, that the process do es né:)t stop there . . 
With the teleology or "end-product" of each sphere reduced 

more and more to the circulation of exchange value on the 

one hand, and a "democracy" of signs on the other, the dim-

ensions of practical activity and of social discoùrse are 

able to cou'verge again in a kind of abstract stratum of 
\ 
\ "sign-objects" which describe the sphere of "mass-mediated" 

everyday lif e • The commodity i s thu s properly ne i the r' 
. 

'\ simply an element in a system of use and funetional need, 

nor an integtated dimension of a ~omplex symbolic or 

Iritual whole; it becomes an·arbitrary term" in a free-floating 
1 

1 

:, \ \discour se, ope ra ting in,de pende'n t 1y of symbo 1 ic and fune"tiona 1 

'I 
~ 
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referents, but actively assimi1ating' the sense of both 

to tlle "'logie" of the sign-object.' 

However, with the extension of the commodity form 

ev en beyond the threshold of human lahour and market and 

out the other side -- an ~xtension which suggests 

the imprecise label "ne~-capitalism" - the issue lS no 

" longer one df status in the traditional sense, but pre<;ise-,' 

ly the opposite: a 'tendency toward the homogenization and 

interchangeability of forms, of d~fferences, the elimination 

of ceremony -- in short, the realization of that autotelic 
, 

potential of the ~ure aign which was only latent in the 

diacritieal features of traditional status sys~ems. lndeed 

it i~ arguable that it was precisely this development which 

permitted Veblen (and Marx, among others) to adopt. such 
, 

a caustic and derisive tone: Veblen was not so much dis-
:_1 

coverillg the soc'-\iàl nexus, of sta tus and consumpt ion as 

witnessing its volatilization; "bourgeois" standing, 

however much 1onge~jty and security it achiev~s, has always 

seemed, an illegitimate contrivance. 
" ~ 

Consequently, the "code," which Baudrillard often 

describes as "governing" social life and everyday practices, 

ia not a "social code" in the ordinary sense, but a code 

in the semiologieal or communicational sense. lt does not 

prescribe rules for consump~ion, al impose a coherent ~true­
) 

ture On the "practice of objects" so much as progre)SiVel Y 

",b sorb the soc ia 1 vor ld by reproduc ing the "mode 1 ft ~ eon­

sumption i ts.lf • Thi •• odel is b ~~y .b.trac t and adapt­

able; it migbt be compared vith Jakobson's communication 
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mode1 briefly discussed in Chapter II. 
) 

It places a 

premium on transmission, with relatively little regard 

for the standard ide~logical ,coordinates of consumption, 

such as the ethics of possession, distribution, individual 

or collective identity, aIl of which become subject to 

modification, fl~ctuation, obsolescence. It is like a 

forro through which everything passes -- a McLuhanesque 

"medium," whose message is so universal, its 

content is a matter of relative indifference. Rather than 

sort and exclude messages, the code prefers to reinterpret 
.. 

or neutralize them. 

On the collective level, the code'may "operate" in 

" têrms of distinctive oppositions such as ~thase which define 
l' 

classes (capitalist versus worker) or sub-groups in relation 

to others or in relation ta a perceived normi thus à number 

of analysts have discussed long haïr and beads, pu~k rock, 

student rebellions and the like in terms of a kind of 

6 
"semiological guerilla warfare." But in a Baudrillardian / 

diagnosis, these strategies do not engage with the code 

directly. They' attack seleeted 'models wh'ich have come ~o 

r-epresent the "status quo," the "establishment," or ideo-

logieal conformity. These models are not, strictly speaking, 
v---. 

codes -- they are already imbue~ with too much content. 
If' 

They are partiçulal' constellations of Sig~/ 

battle with one another. However, from the point 

may do 

of view 

of the underlying cpde, (if such a perspective is possible), 
.." 

nO distinctive opposi~ion i8 decls~ve for the system of 

con8umptio~. Inàeed, the frequ~nt battles of signs on1y 
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absorb social confliet in order to mark it. for ,consumption, 

not only on television and in other forms of mass enteT-
, 

tainment, or in styles of dress, but in a constant process __ 

of hijacking speci~icity a~d decompressing human exchange 

in everyday life. In short, the code "pl ays ll with the 

models, ~eeycles old codes, refurbishes defunct styles, re-
" " 

generates 

works strictly in 

ferences which in 

inite1y. 

ope ra tion 

of a pure "logic" of m,rginal dif-, 

real terms can be elaborated indef-
1 

Baudrillard's code is a process of radical semiosis. 

Marginal differentiation which, as l have argued, was for-

merly confined within the symbolically restricted domain 

of ~tatus differentiation, becomes an abstract (therefore, 

re1atively context-free) self-s~staining principle for the 

unlimited conversion of social life ta sign values. Trans­

gression and confliet are no longer inherent ~ossibilities 

of 'the sys tem. Their symbolic tension can not be sustained 

Ln the liquidity ~f the semiotic environment. Distinctive 
\ 

oppositions are simply reduced to t~e short life spans of 

circula~ing signs, models, and simulations which flood 

everyday life. Acco~ding to Baudrilla~d, this~urs even 

the formerly most co~crete social )ifferen-

ces: "At the level ~f signs, there is no absolute wealth 
. , 
or poverty; not even opposition between the ~igns of 

wealth and poverty; these are on1y variations on the clavier 

of differences .,If (S.C., p. 126) - -
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The relativization of soc~al meaning makes conformity 

automatic at the leve1 of signs and consumption, (!.~. t 

p. 133) and the traditiona"l practical sense of "social 

contradiction" becomes aIl but meaningless. The real issue 

beco~es the potential reduction of aIl spheres, levels and 
~ 

-dimensions of social life to semiotic labour and the appro­

priation of slgns. Since the speciflcity of contextual 

meaning lS alwàys threatened by this system, and the Con-

flictual opposition of symbolic difference has been trana-

muted to the relative difference of signs, the prospect 

for a resurgence of the symbolic and the ambivalence of reci-

procal eltchange (as against the rationalizing equivalence 

of e con 0 m i c ex cha n g e ) li es, in Bau d-r i Il a rd 's vie w, 1 n 

opposition ta the farm of the code, ieself, 'not ;~st in 

opposition to the form of commodity production; that ia, 

in' the d-econstruction of the code 's abstract and digital 

bias as, transmitted through the structure of the sign, and 

as "consulIJ.ed" in the sig~-ooject. 

" 

i 
; 
1 

1 
,4 
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USE VALUES AND NEEDS: THE END OF NATURAL TRANSCENDENCE 

To say that the system of,needs i8 a system of 
general equivalence is no metaphor: it means 
that we are completely immersed i~ political eco~ 
nomy. (emphasis added) This iS-why we have---
spoken of the fetishism of use value. If needs 
were the singular, concrete-eipression of the 
subject, ie would be absurd to speak of fetish­
ism. But when needs erect themselves more and 
more into an abstract system, regulated by a 
principal of equivalence and general combinative, 
then certainfY the same fetishism attached to 
the system of exchange value and the commodity 
is at pla, here in a homologous llystem which 
expresses the latter in aIl its depth and per-
fection. ('ë'"ritique, Po l35){translation slightly altered) 

ln Chapter IV, l argued that Marx's category of use 

valu e c ouI d no t, with respec t to a cr i t ica 1 in terpre tat ion 

of commodity culture, articulate an adequate alternative 

to pol~tical economy. Any broad conception of use value 

as the non-reified or, in Adorno's idiom, nonidentical side 

of the abject faunders on the logic of the sign, and its 

capa<!\ity toJmultipl y terms free of encumbering references. 
) 

But the problem goes deeper than this, in Baudrillard's 

view. category by any means; 

i t i s of v lue dlrectly implicated 
l, ' , 

in the economy of the s ign. fac , use value, at its 

" most exalted, .serves as transcendental signified 

for the whole system of political economy, and its ultimate 

myth: "delivering the goods." Th-is lS especially evident 

in a certain kind of Marxist discourse which never funda-

mentally challenges the rationality of centeriqg social 

systems on production. It i8 simply assume~ by these'theo-

rists that the "contradictions" of industrial capitalism 
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will be removed once production for exchange (i.e., 

for profit) is replaced by production for use. But ln 

both theory and practice, this amounts to embracing the 

s~me productivist imperative on the very grounds proposed 
" 
\ 

bYI political economy itself. (Critique, ch. 7) 

'--\ 
'",rom the point of view of utility, the only possible 

kind pf 'critique of .commodity culture lies in the .. argument 

I~ th a 1J 

cap i t a li s t pro Il u c t ion dis t 0 r t s the pur p 0 seo f the 

lbj~ct with irrelevant meanings which dupe the consumer 
" 

and sap his budget. This is a possible]criticism, but 

it doesn't go far ~nough. It preserves the ide a of utility 

as the "truth" of the object, a drab ethic of calculation 

which hypostatizes the recovery of this truth in an economic 

act; use value becomes "the moral law at the heart of the 

object." (Critique, p. 133; cf. ~.~., p. 48) The perspec-

tive usually leads to a kind of naive semiology ~n which 
L 

the sign appears primarily as the signifier of a substance 

or a diversion from it. Either way, this lS precisely the 

schema which legitimizes the commodity system: just as the 

ideology of design is supported by its reference to furtc-

tionality, the systemic play of the sign-object finds its 
1 

anchor in the'ultimat~ ?fomise of use value. (Critique, 

p. 191) In fact, for Baudrillard, use value actually 

provides the axiological basis for the abstract equivaYence 

of exchange value: "To be abstractly and general1y ex-

changeable, products must also be thought and rationalized 

in terms of ~ility. Where they are not (as in primitive 
1 

symbolic exchange), they can have no exchange-value." 
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(Critique, p. 131) 

There is a homology between the 'emancipation' 
in the bourgeois era of the private individual 
given final form by his needs and the functional 
emancipati:'6n lof objects as use-values. This 
results from'an objective rationalization, the 
surpassin& of old ritual and symbolic constraints. 
Ina ~Jd i ~a 1 1 Y d if fer e n t t Y P e 0 f . ex cha n g e, 0 b -
jecl' did not have the status of 'objectivity' 
that! we give them at aIl. But henceforward 
secu!arized, functionalized and rationalized in 
pur'pose, objects become the promise of an ideal 
po-!itical economy. with its watchword 'ta each 
according to his needs.' (Critique, p. 132) 

Use value is not 
;~ 

t h 'e "0 the r s ide" 0 f the 0 b j e ct. 0 r the 

standpoint which, as Marx sometimes thought, allows one 

to transcend political economy in arder ta criticize it. 

To interpret that system as an ideology without putting 

utility itself into question only leads, in the e~d, ta a 

naive conception of the sign as an ideological screen con-

cealing the exploitation of labour: the origin and telos 

of the 0 b j e c t i s exp lai ne dan d jus tif i e d a s ma n 's pro duc t ion 

of use values for man; capitalism i5 held merely to di5tort 

this process. (M.~., p. 25) In this tegard, the critique 

of political economy only reflects people in the same "mirror 

of production" which confronts them everyday in the commodity. 

Culture is reduced to an elaborate 

phorical expression ~f production. 

epiphenomenon. the meta-

"Even today," writes 

Baudrillard, "the only 'Marxist' critique of culture, of 

consumption, of information, of ideology, of sexua11ty, 

etc., is made,in terms of 'capitalist prostitution,' that 

lS, in terms of comm9dities, exploitation, profit, money 

and surplus value." (~.~., p. 120) 
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The whole ~ssue of use value brings us in~vitably 

to the concept of need, its complementary term. Here, as 

over the problem of utility, Baudrillard i8 rather unsympa-

thetic, for the concept of need, on his view, tends to 

short-circuit interpretation. The objects of political 

economy (or of Marx's critique of it) are always produced 

in order ta satisfy a need. But llke use value, need appears 

to be an altogether unspecif iable substance - in this case, 

a psychological one. It "explains" the adequation of a 

subject to an abject, in fact, it actually sanctions the 

very ~dea of Bueh an equation or rationalist reduction. 

(Critique, pp. 70-72) According to Baudrlliard, the 

"dialectic" of needs and use-values or of consumption 

d d · . l . . bl l' l 7 . an ,pro uct~on - lS a most 1nvar1a y tauto ogica: lt 

begins 'lnd ends with the teleology of man-the-producer"of-

va 1 u e • (!:!.!., pp. 30-33) 

A form of the chimerical dialectic of being 
and appearance, soul and body still persists 
in the subject-obJect dialectic of need. Ideo­
logical speculation of this sort has always 
appeared as a 'dialectical' game of ceaseless 
interaction in a mirror: when it is impossible 
to determine which of the two terms engenders 
the other and one is reduced to making them 
reflect or produce each other reciprocally, it 
is a sure sign that the terms of the prob1em 
itself must be changed. (Critique, pp. 79-80) 

The trap for critical theory lies in the temptation to 
'~ 

extend the series of binary oppositions already in play -.-

true consciousness/false consciousness (on which the theory 

of alienation ia based); use value/exchange value (on which 

the critique of the commodity i8 based); and finally, real 

needs and f aIse needs (or hea 1 thy needs and unhealthy needs, 
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as the case may be). The charge against capitalist 

culture then becomes, predictably, that the system of 

exchange value generates faise needs because it produces 

for exchange in$tead of u'se; and the familiar counter-

position of utility and profit-seeking deception is recy-

cled at the level of individual psychology. (Critique, 

p. 136) The weakness of this approach is that it is as 

impossible ta draw a line between true and false needs as 

it is to define "true lf consciousness, (unless one assumes 

the constitutive primacy of production, and refers back 

solely to the critique of polltlcal economy as the basia of 

one' s value judgements). Even if lt were possible to work 

with a distinction between primary and secondary needs, the 

ensuirig observation that many capitalist societies fail 

ta respect this scale of priorities is remarkably unenlight-

ening. (Critique, pp. 80-82) Marx himself was quite aware 

that the minimum subsistence level was a social variab.le, 

de~~ndent "to a great extent on the degree of civilization 

of a country."a "Hunger is hunger, but the hunger grati-

fied by cooked meat eaten with a knife and fork i5 a dif-

ferent: hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with the 

aid of hand, nail and tooth.,,9 

But Marx's insight that production " not on1y creates 

an object for the subject. but a subject for the object"lO 

requires clarification. According to Baudril1ard, it is 

'9W • ..,. 

misleading to imply that needs are produced and "conditioned" 

directly by production, for there is no strict relation of 

funct ional dependence between newly expressed needs and 
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the emergence of new commodi t ies. C.§..f., p. 102) Such 

a putative equation is logica11y reducible to the argument 

that specifie needs correspond ta particular abjects. 

(~ . ~., pp. 102 " 107) But needs are no more inclined to 

appear in discrete packages, one by one, than are commodi-

ties; they articu1ate a pattern which cannot be analyzed 

into the mode of production - even the form of productlon 

a1one. As Baudrillard argues the problematic of consump-

tion gets us nowhere if it 1.S conceived as an isolated. 

passive appropriation of a substance. But if consumption 

1.S an active relation, as, he argues, this is not to hypo-

thesize the "free will" of the agent of consumptipn, or ta 

assert that demand has the power ta regu1ate supp1y. 

(~.f., p. 99) But it does mean that the system of consump-

tian would be inoperative - an ideological failure - if 

it did not encourage a constitutive moment which engages 

the subJect. Consumption, in the sense Baudrillard has 

defined it, never involves an immediate relation of a need 

to an object (any more than use value can institutionalize 

an ideal transparency of the subject with respect ta his 
E) 

functional and economic goals). (Critique, pp. 140-142) 

The interposition of the sign between subject and object may 

ndestroy" the problematic Qf intentionality in the strict 

sens e • 11 but it still re,quires an articulation within the 

bounds of the code. The mind of the consumer is not simply 

na shop window or a catalogue;" (i.f., p. 102) and specifie 

advertising campaigns are "not aIl powerful." (~.E.., p. 103) 

If anything, the function of advertising wou1d be to con-

1 

, 1 
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tinue to transmit the imperative of consumptlon as such t 

to generalize the aign form by saturating the environment 

with an anxiety of signifiers to be read" deciphered and 

recombined - but the needs thus articulated are not spon-

taneous expressions; they are coded, "1ike a system of 

communication and exchange, a code of signs continually 

emitted and received and reinvented: like a language 

system «langage), (~,~., p. 134) The historicity of needs, 

and the arbitrariness of consumption which Marx observed, 

der ive no t f rom the de ter min a t ion S 0 f the pro duc t ive 5;Y ste m' 

(which, at any rate, Marx regarded as historically more 

or less necessary); they reside in the mediation of produc-

tion and consumption by an intervening 'syste,m ~ needs -
~ 

a "culture" - which entails, in the case of political-

economic societies, an analysis of the syste1'!l of objects . 
...: 

(~ . ~., p. ~ Cri t i que " p. 79 f • ) As Marshall Sahlins 
J. 

has stated, in an emphatic echo of Baudrillard: 

"" Historical materialism has failed to answer ~o 
the nature of use-values, 'or mor,e pt;eclsely, 
to the cultural code of persons and abjects 
which orders the 'needs' of such use-values. The 
generation of productive finalities, hence of 
the 'system of labours,' ia left unexplained, a 
theoreticai void: attributed to an unexamined 
historicai variability~ qr eise reduced, even 
w i th rel a t ion S 0 f pro duc t ion, t 0, the na tu raI 
nec e s s i t i e s 0 f e a tin g and d r i n k in g . The ab sen c e' 
of cultural logic in the theory of prOdüction 
becomes a standing-rnVItation to-all sorts of 
naturalism. 12 (emphasis addedr----
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CONCLUSION: THE CLOSURE OF POLITICAL ECONOHY 

c' 
This last point o·f Marshall Sahlin' s sums up the 

theoretical intention of Baudrillard's stress on the role 

of consumption within the syste~ of politieal economy . 
perfectly. When Baudrillard statefil 7 in reference to the 

play of values in the structu're of the commodity, that 

"we are eompletely immersed in politieal 'eeonomy," he 

means, "in 80 far as Marx's model ls correct." But Marx 

could not have tota11zed the whole system, because he was 
, ' 

not able ta stand completely outside it, as we have seen 

in the analysis of use value, need, production. The 

naturalistic axiology on wh~ch Marx based his critique .. -
thus serves a double function in Baudrillard's diseourse. 

On the one hand, it dem?nstrates the immanent finalities 
, 

of the system: tt Is an immense tautology, a perfect clo-' 

sure which rests on the generie definition of "man" as the 

producer of values; his self-realization appears as the 

appropriation of an essence - always the consumption" in 

some sense, of the values he has produced. This 1s the 

argument of ~ Mirror of Production. With r~spect to 

this movement of closure, which defines the sys,tem, !Marx 

/ 
was_ substantially correct - although he did not always 

know just how correct he was. But even at the level of 

his own self-under$tanding, Marx was right to argue that 

the generation of surplus value was unnatural, an anomaly 

on political economy's own terms; for even the latter had 
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defin'ed product ion and value as .. its own ratio:. the 

generie foundat ions of man's collective "me t abo Ii sm" of 

nature. '1(, 

For Baudrillard, the completeness of .. this conceptual 

system reve aIs the re al me aning of 0' fe tishi sm:" systemi c 

closure. (Critique, pp. 88-101) This brings us, t 0 the 

second dimension of Marx's theory. As Baudrillard says: 

"To become an end in itself, every system must dispel the 

question of its real teleo1ogy. Through the meretricious 
1 

legitimacy of needs and satisfactions, the entire question 
, 

of the social and politica1 finality of productivity is 

repressed." (Critique, p. 71) The point is this: the 

naturalistie circ1~ of political economy, whos~ d~scription 

Marx, in a senSe, completed in the very act of critici~ing 

it, can never be final. If it were, reification would be 

total - but there must be some opening in the system 

through'which in.tetpretation can slip. 

This is the reason for the ana1ysis of consumption. 

"One of the fundamenta1 problems posed by consumption," says 

Baudrillard, "is the fO,llowing: do peop le organiz. them-

selves as a function of survival, or as a function of the 

meaning they give, individually. or collective1y, to theiE' 

'11 ves?" (S"f., p. 50) Baudri1lard was proposing an 

"exp lorat ory hypothes is'II whieh "p ost ulates a diale ct ical 

eontinuity between the politieal eeonomy of the eommodity 

and the politieal eeonomy of the sign (hence, the critique 

or the one and the ",ther). If (~.!.., pp. 123-24) His pur-

pOlJe was .not so much to propose eonsumpt;1on as the new ce.n-

• ,os 
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ter - least of aIl as a gener1c clefinition of "man;" 

the emphasis on consumption was more nearly aimed at 

displacil1g production, removing it from the cent"er 'which 

ft held not only in politicf'1l economy, bu) in Marx' s cri­

tique. This displacement was made possible\~, as 1 have 

shown, by viewing how the sign intervenes in the system" , 

a dynamic whièh Marx had never been in a position to theo-
• 

rize. "What .... we are at,tempting to see here," explains 

Baudrillard, "is ta what point Marxist 10gic can be res-

cued from the limi ted con t ext of po li tl cal economy" in whi ch 
11' 

it arose, so as to account for ~ contradictions." 

(1!.r., p. 123) 

\ 
The critical theorists -- Benjamin, Adorno"Marcuse 

had seen this opportunity, but lapsed into supetimposina 

an ana1ysis of cu;t.ture in the mode of Marx's critique. As 

Richard Bern~tein has ~tated, "~e do not find in"Horkheimer 

any systematlc attempt to refine and develop an hlstorical1y 

relevant critique o~ political economy. Inste ad, he simp ly 

refers ta Marx.~13 

of the whole school. 

This, 1 believe, was basically true 
'1. 

Adorno and others asserted the ir-

reducibility of cultural determinatlons, the d~alectical, 

bilaterai in teract ion of "bas e and super§ t ruet ure;" but 

t bey failed t 0 extenèl this ins {ght to the leve 1 ofaxi010gi-

cal concepts. ~here the prob1em of culture alter. lli. terma 

~ Marx's critique. Instead, critical theoty appeare ln 

re~roepect as the phase where Marx ch«nged the terms of 

cultu~e critique, a neces.ary de~elop.ent~ but not 8ufflclent~ 

J 

. ... 

• 
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(' 
1 

B.eturning to Baudrîl1ard, we see that the .ign 

serves &s an inlet throogh ,which interpretation can flow 
4, 

back irito the sy~tem af po'litical economy, and negate its . 
clo8ure., But this possibi1ity i8 grounded as we have seen, 

in ,the',emergenee of a new phase of political economy, a 

structural mutation: the passage, 80 ~o "speak, from a 
,. 

"metallurgic into a semiurgic society." , 

In this phase, 

(Critiquez....p. 185) 

the sifn i8 much' ~.~.!. co?notation ~ the 
"c-ommodl.ty, than a semlologleal supplement to' 
exchange valùe. lt is an operational st~ 
ture .. This super-id,eology of the s .• 

, " 

sanetioned today by the new maS ter discip nes 
of structU,ral linguistics, semiology, information 
theoty, and cybernetics ••. has replaeed good 
old pOlitical economy as the theorètical basis 
of the syste~. This new ideological structure, 

"pl that plays on the hier'ogiyphs ~Qf the code • 
, «and' on the faculty of producing meaning 'and 
"difference, ia more radi'Cal than that which plays 

on labor power. (M.P., P" 122) ~' 

The oely standpoint, how~ver, frOm which 'this new phase --

the p-o,litical economy of the sign ~ ean be viewed critically, 

ia that of the symbolic: the reciprocity of symbolic, ex-
, 

change, and its .,mbivalence, whieh escapes the structuration 

of the .ign. Baudrillard sketched th~ relationships this 

,way': 

Excbauae value. Signifer 

- 1 Sj~bol ic exchange 

S Lgn.if iecl 
A 

~ 
Use Va lue 

(CJ;'Ïtigue, p • 128) ~ f/~ 

~ 

"'Jt-

.~ 

j -
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In my introduction to th'is thesis, l quoted Raymond 

W:j.lliams to the effect that basic concepts in the t1'!-eory 

of culture ca,n tur~iout to be problems, "historical move,ments 

that are still unresolved." This has certai~ly been the 

fate of the critical and structural concepts which 

Baudri lIard h as comb ined in hi s theo ry of "the p oH ti c al 
r 

economy of the 8ign." Signifier, signified, use value, ex-

change value, commodity, sign. fetishis1Il.jreification, alien-
-~ 

ation, subject, object, production, cons,umption - aIl of 

thes e t erms, to one de g ree ot;' anot her, have been t aken fbr 

granted by structuralis ts or critical qleorists. and aIl 

of thèm appear highly p roblematic in Baudrillard' s thought, 

converging, 'implicatin,s each other, 
",. 

failing to transce~d 

each other's limitations, and yet, in crucial ways, true 

to ,the unr~solved form of the issues they evoke. This 1s 

the sense of 'interpretation l have employed in situating 
, 

BaudrillarcL s work in the apparently oppose.d traditions of 

~tlcal theory, and structuralism, and in reflecting back 

on 'them, through his d1scourse: 
"-

what Bliludrillard's work 

s ugges ts 'ls not jus t a reading of modern culture, but a 

correspond"lng and int1mately related reading of some of the 
~ , , 

conce-pcs which characteristically def1ne it. 1 

Or cou rs e, Baudrill"Brd' s work 1 s a~o subj e ct to s uch 

a read'ing. In his formidable wUl t 0 d1stanciate hims eH 
• 

" frOlD t he con temporary sys tem 9 f culture, he has woven an 
, " 

amb1guous tale about the symbolic :lich flirt~ with the' 

U me taphyslc:s of presence,fI 'a problematic which Biludrillard 
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h~mself would agree i8 not unrelated to the rationalist , 
'u t i lit ari anism he has opp 0 sed so vigorously. In his 

ext raordinary unmaskings 0 f the pre tensions 0 f cri t: ieal 

theory to propose the axiologieal outlines of an alterna-

tive civilization, Baudrillard himself seems to lapse, 
, 

at times. into a discourse that plays an implicit game 
. ' , 

of "false" and "true" immediacies: the symbolic versus 

the structural. the concrete versus the abstracto the sin-

g'ular versus the general, the unique versus the fungible. 

the continuous versus the discrete. No doubt, the ambiva-

lent recipro,c!_ty of symbolic exchange is itself a problema-

tic standpoint. Does it emerge. in some way. as an "effect" 

of the contemporar,y play oI signs? Baudrillard says, fre-
1 

quently that the symbolic "haurtts" the sign.·' One thinks 

of the. way Marx made t~e rule of equal exchang~,' the 

political-economic law of ~quivalence. haurit the factory 

owners of bis day. 'Perhaps Baudrillard's dream of, tians-

eending this law of equivalen'ce in the non-r.eductive 
1 lf, 

reciprocity of symbol,ie exchange is only thè' ghostly theo-, 

retiesl effect of that rad~cal change in th~"oIIIfâ'de of signi-

fieat ion he de scribes, in, which l'ft he s ignif i ed and refe ren t 

are now abolished to the sole profit of the play of s1gni-

fie rs, of a 'generalized fo rmalization in ~hich the code no 

longer refèrs back to any subjective oro objective "reality," 

but ta its own logic;" an,d where "AlI «socia.l» reality 

then becomes the place' ••• of a structural simulation." 

( 
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."...- " 
Symboli c exchange al10wà Baudrillard a critique of 

the po li tical eeonomy of the 9 ign'; but he cannot escape 

that system through lt, for the symbolic cannot be arti-

culated at a dis,tance, except in the terms of the sign, 

as its other. Symbolic exchange is, perhaps, as chimerical 

as Marx' s use value, a pure effect of the system of "sign 

l"-v 
exchange" - perhaps even, like use value, its deepest 

expression, its "alibi." In For ~ Critique of the Politieal 

Economy of the Sign and The Mirror ~ Production, Baudrillard 

seemed to recognize this possibility as he deve10ped his 

critique of struetura1ism.. lt was at this point that his 

work began to v~er mor~ aggressively toward the theme of 

"s imulat i on." This concept" a1ways present in Baudrl11ard's 

diseourse, but now, in L'échange symbolique et la ~ and 

subsequent works, something of an obsession, refera to the 
, 

end of that referentia1 system on which genuine conflict 

14 
in industriçil societies had been based. Simulation 

appears as the definitive exclusion of the symbof'!c, its 

nadir. But, ironieally, as one ~eads through these 1ater 

volumes, the two concepts seem to grow together; the sym-

bolic seems 1ess distinct from the system. 

Such, Baudri1lard teaches, aie the vicissitudes of 

critique. 
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NOTE S - CHAPTER V 

~ 
1 The richest merchant was considered the social 

infe~ior of the lowest peasant in the Confucian scheme 

of th ings. 

2 
Pierre Clastres, Society Against the State, transe 

Robert Hurley (New York~ Urizen Books, 1977), pp. 19-37. 

3 
V.W. Turner, The RituaF> Process: Structure and 

Anti-Structure (Ithaco. New York: Corne11 University 

Press; 1969). On the ambiguity of social boundaries, see 

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: RKP, 1966). 

For an application of Turner's concepts of 1iminality and 

communitas ta Western society, see Sherry Turkle, ItSymbol 

and Festival ~p~,1t in 

ed. sJMoore and B. 

in the French Student Symbol 

and politics in Communal Ideology, 

Myerhoff (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 

1975). pp. 68-100. 

4 
See l.M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion: An Anthropological 

Study of Spirit Possession and Shamanism (Harmondsworth: 

penguin, 1971). 

5 On the difference between ambivalent, reciprocal 

symbolic interrelationships, which are singular and even 

nominalist in the sense that they do not involve fixed, 

abstract meanings, and modern systems of signification, see 

Stanley Diamond, In Search of the Primitive, passim. 

Plato's blueprint for a rational society is seèn as a major 

. 
turning point in modern history, signalling the repression 
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of "rl' tuaI drama." Ad' D' d "Th . ccor lng to la~on, e progresslve 

reduction of society ta a series of technical and legal 

signaIs, the consequent diminution of culture, that is, 

of reciprocal, symbolic meanings, are perhaps the primary 

reasons why our civilization i8 the one least likely to 

serve as a guide 'to the 'unshakable basis of human society. If' 

Ibid., p. 280. 

6 For example, Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning 

of Style (London: Methuen, 1979), p. 105. The exact phrase 

i5 "seml.otic guerrilla warfare,lt coined by Umberto Eco. 

Hebdige interprets various youth styles in Britain as 

/s t ru g g 1 es" for the pas ses s ion 0 f the sig n . " (Ibid., p. ln 
ln his analysis, social protest participates ln the same 

a1ienated model of signification as the society as a whole, 

only reversing its structural valences. Baudrillard wouid 

qualify this analysis on the same grounds he holds reserva-

tions about Eco's proposa1 to de~elop alternative c9des 

as a mode of contestation. (Critique, pp. 183-184) 

7 As Joan Robinson explains: "Utility is a meta-

physical concept of impregnable circularity; utility is 

the quality in commodities chat makts individuals want to 

buy them, ,and the fact that individuals want ta buy commo-

ditiea shows that they have utility." 

(Harmondsworth: penguin, 1964), p. 3. 

8 Karl Marx, Capi'tal, p. ~71. 

9 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, p. 92. 

10 Ibid. 

Economie Philosophy 
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11 
Jean-Claude Giradin, "Toward a Politics of Signs: 

Reading Baudrillard," Telos, no. 20 (1974), p. 128. 

12 
Marshall Sahlins, Culture and Practical Reason 

(Chic.ago: University of Chicag-.6 Press, 1976), p. 148. 

13 
Richard Bernstein, The Restructuring of Social 

and Politica1 Theory (Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-

vania Press, 1978), p. 182. 

. 14 
Jean Baudril1ard, L'échange symbo'l"ique et la mort 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1976), pp. 53-62,85-117. 
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