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OBJECTS, IMAGES, AND
THE POSSIBILITIES OF
AESTHETIC ILLUSION

JEAN BAUDRILLARD

Aesthetic disillusionment. It seems that the most contemporary art
culminates in an effort of self-deterrence, in a process of mourning the
death of the image and the imaginary, in an aesthetic mourning, that
cannot succeed anyway, resulting in a general melancholy in the artistic
sphere, which seems to survive by recycling its history. (But art and
aesthetics are not the only domains devoted to this melancholic and
paradoxical destiny — of living beyond their own finalities.)

It seems that we have been assigned to conduct infinite retrospective
analyses of what happened before. This is true for politics, history and
ethics, and for art as well, which in this matter has no special privilege.
All the movement in painting has been displaced towards the past.
Employing quotation, simulation, reappropriation, it seems that contem-
porary art is about to reappropriate all forms or works of the past, near
or far — or even contemporary forms — in a more or less ludic or kitsch
fashion. What Russell Connor calls ‘the abduction of modern art’.

Of course, all of this remaking and recycling claim to be ironic; but
this form of irony is like a threadbare piece of cloth — a by-product of
disillusion — a fossilized irony. The trick that consists in juxtaposing the
nude in Manet’s Déjeuner sur I’herbe with Cézanne’s card players is only
a publicity stunt, part of the irony, or the trompe-l'ceil criticism which
characterizes publicity today, and which is about to submerge the
artistic world.

It's the irony of repentance and resentment against our own culture.
But perhaps repentance and resentment constitute the ultimate phase of
art history, just as, according to Nietzsche, they constitute the ultimate




PAddv UL wIS pricdlugy UL aildi. 1L S d pdiuuy, dnd at Ule same mme a
palinody of art and art history, a self-parody of culture in the form of
revenge, characteristic of radical disillusion. It’s as if art, like history,
was recycling its own garbage and looking for its redemption in its own
detritus.

Consider, for example, the way certain films (Barton Fink, Basic
Instinct, Greenaway’s works, Sailor and Lula, etc.)) leave no place for
criticism because, in some way, they destroy themselves from within.
Quotation crazy, prolix, high-tech, they carry with them the cancer of
cinema, the internal excroissance, proliferation of their own technique, of
their own scenography or of their own cinematographic culture. We feel
as if these directors were repelled by their own films, that they couldn’t
stand them (whether through excess of ambition or lack of imagination).
Nothing else justifies the orgy of means and the efforts to cancel films
through an excess of virtuosity, special effects, megalomaniac angles —
the technical harassment of the images — by exhausting their effects to
the point of making a sarcastic parody out of it, a veritable pormography
of the image. Everything seems to be programmed for the disillusion-
ment of the spectator, for whom no other choice is left than that of
enduring this excess of cinema, this end to all cinematic illusion.

What can one say about the cinema, if not that now — almost at the
end of its evolution, of its technical progress, from silent movies to
talkies, colour, high technology and special effects — its capacity for
illusion, in the radical sense of the word, has vanished. Current cinema
is no longer related to allusion or illusion; it connects everything in a
super-tech, super-efficient, super-visual style. No void, no ellipsis, no
silence — nothing more than what you get on television, which film
resembles more and more as it loses the specificity of its images. We're
going more and more in the direction of high definition, that is to say,
towards the useless perfection of the image — which is no longer an
image. The more it becomes real, the more it is produced in real time,
the more we approach absolute definition, or the realistic perfection of
the image, the more the image’s power of illusion is lost.

\"\Just remember the Peking Opera, and how with only the movement of

two bodies on a vessel, it brings alive the whole space of a river. How
two bodies struggling in a duel, avoiding each other, moving near each
other without touching, in an invisible copulation, can mime the
physical presence of darkness on the stage where this fight takes place.
Here the illusion is total and intense, more than aesthetic, a physical
ecstasy, because it eludes all realistic presence of the night and the river,
and only the bodies assume the natural illusiory/Today we would bring
tons of real water on to the stage, the duel would be filmed in infra-red
and so forth. We confront the misery of the over-technical image, like
the Gulf War on CNN. Pornography of the image in three or four
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To rephrase Benjamin, there is an aura of simulacrum - just as for him
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there was an aura of the original. There is an authentic form of
simulation as well as an inauthentic form of simulation. This may seem
paradoxical but it's true. When Warhol painted his Campbell Soups in
the 1960s, this was a breakthrough for simulation, and for all modern
art. All at once the merchandise-object and the merchandise-sign were
raised up to an ironical consecration, which is indeed the only ritual left
to us, the ritual of transparency. But when he painted the Soup Boxes in
‘86, he only reproduced the stereotype of simulation.

In ‘65 he attacked the concept of originality in an original way. In '86
he reproduced the unoriginal in an unoriginal way. The year 1965
witnessed the aesthetic traumatism of the entry of merchandise into art
— in short the geniality of merchandise. The evil genie of merchandise
raised a new geniality in art — the genie of simulation. Nothing of this in
‘86, when the genie of advertising merely illustrated a new phase of
merchandise. Once again official art fell back into the cynical and
sentimental aestheticization that Baudelaire stigmatized.

Would it be any superior form of irony to do the same thing twenty
years later? I don't believe so. I believe in the evil genius of simulation,
but I don’t believe in its ghost. Or in its cadaver, even in stereo. I know
that in a few centuries there will be no difference between a real
Pompeiian villa and the Paul Getty museum in Malibu, nor any
difference between the French Revolution and its Olympic commemora-
tion in Los Angeles in 1989, but we are still referring to this difference.

Here is the dilemma — either simulation is irreversible and there is

nothing beyond simulation, in that simulation isn’t even an event any
more, but is our absolute banality, our everyday obscenity, so that we
are now in definitive nihilism, awaiting the future rewriting of all pre-
existing forms and also waiting for another unforeseeable event — but
from where will it come? Or, on the other hand, there is an art of
simulation, an ironic quality that evokes the appearances of the world in
order to let them vanish again. If not, art won’t be anything other than
aesthetic harassment, as so often happens today. We must not add the
same to the same, and then to the same again: that is poor simulation.
We must expel the same from the same. Each image must take
something away from the reality of the world; in each image something
must disappear.

But this disappearance must be a challenge, and that’s the secret of art
and seduction: it must never totally succeed. In art — in contemporary
art as well as in classical art — there is a double postulation and thus a
double strategy. A compulsion to nothingness and to erase all the traces
of the world and reality, along with an inverse resistance to this
impulse. According to Michaux, the artist is 'he who resists with all his
strength the fundamental impulse to leave no traces’.

Art has become iconoclastic. Modern iconoclasm no longer consists in
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things totally present to themselves in their visibility, in their virtuality,
in their perfect transcription (in numerical terms, in the newest tech-
nologies), on a screen, on millions of screens, on the horizon of which
the real, but also the image, has disappeared. All the utopias of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have, by realizing themselves,
expelled the reality out of reality and left us in a hyperreality devoid of
sense, since all final perspective has been absorbed, leaving as a residue
only a surface without depth. Could it be that technology is the only
force today that connects the sparse fragments of the real? But what has
become of the constellation of sense? And what about the constellation
of the secret?

The end of representation, the end of aesthetics, the end of the image
itself in the superficial virtuality of the screen. But here is a perverse and
paradoxical effect. It seems that while illusion and utopia have been
eradicated by the impact of all our technologies, by virtue of these same
technologies, irony itself has passed into things. There appears to be a
counterpart to the loss of illusion of the world, namely the irruption of
objective irony in this world. Irony as the universal and spiritual form of
the disillusion of the world. Spiritual in the sense of Witz, of spirit
arising from the very heart of the technical banality of our objects and
our images. The Japanese feel a divinity in every industrial object. For us
this transcendental feeling is reduced to a little ironic glimmer, but even
so it is still a spiritual form. For we pagans and agnostics, irony is all
that is left of the sacred.

I's no longer either a subjective irony or a romantic one. It is no
longer a function of the subject, a critical mirror where the uncertainty
and irrationality of the world is reflected. It is the mirror of the world
itself, of this objectal and artificial world around us, wherein is reflected
the very absence and transparence of the subject. After the critical
function of the subject comes the ironic function of the object. Since they
are produced as objects, artefacts, signs, merchandise, things assume an
artificial and ironic function by their very presence. No need to project
irony into the real world, no need for a distorting mirror to hold up the
image of its double.

Our universe has swallowed its double, and it has lost its shadow.
The irony of this double breaks through at each moment, in each
fragment of our signs, our objects, our images, our models. It is no
longer even necessary, as the Surrealists did, to highlight functionality,
to confront objects with the absurdity of their function, in a poetic
unreality. Objects highlight themselves ironically by themselves, they get
out of balance without effort. There is no need to emphasize their artifice

or their nonsense. This is all part of their interconnection, of their
superfluity (i.e. overfluidity), which creates an effect of parody.

After physics and metaphysics we deal now with a pataphysics of

13




objects and merchandise, a pataphysics of signs and operations. All
things, deprived of their secret and their illusion, are assigned to a
radical visibility, to the objective make-believe assigned to publicity. Our
world is publicity-oriented in its essence (or rather in its transparence).
Such as it is, it is as if it has been invented for advertising, promoting
itself for another world. We must not believe that advertising came affer
merchandise. In the heart of merchandise and by extension, at the heart
of our entire universe of signs, there is an evil genie of publicity, a
trickster, who has integrated the buffoonery of merchandise and of its
scenery. A genial scriptwriter (perhaps capitalism itself) has involved
the world in a phantasmagorical game where we are all fascinated
victims and gamblers at the same time,

All objects wish to present themselves today, just as human beings,
technical objects, industrial objects, media objects, artefacts of all kinds
want to signify, to be seen, to be read, to be recorded, to have their own
look, to be photographed. You believe you are taking a photograph for
your own pleasure. In fact it’s the object that wants to be photographed,
and you're only a medium in its reproduction, secretly attracted and
motivated by this self-promoting surrounding world. Here is the irony
of the situation, what I would like to call the pataphysical irony of the
situation.

All metaphysics is in effect swept away by this reversal of situation
where the subject is no longer at the origin of the process, and no longer
anything but the agent, or the operator, of the objective irony of the
world. The subject no longer provides the representation of the world (I
will be your mirror!). It is the object that refracts the subject, and subtly,
through all our technologies, imposes its presence and its aleatory form./

\(The subject no longer determines the rules of the game. Something
happened, like a reversal in the relationship. The power of the object
breaks through the game of simulation and simulacra, through the very
artifice that we have imposed upon it. Here we see something like an
ironic revenge; the object becomes a strange attractor. Here we have the
limit of aesthetic adventure, of the aesthetic mastery of the world by the
subject (but at the same time, the end of the adventure of representation,
of the mastery of the world by will and representation). For the object as
a strange attractor is no more an aesthetic object. Stripped by technique
itself of any secret and illusion, stripped of its origins (since it has been
generated by models), stripped of all connotation of sense or judgement
of value, the object, exorbitated (ie. escaped from the orbit of the
subject) becomes in some way a pure object reintegrating the immediacy,
the immanence of earlier forms, before or after the general aestheticiza-
tion of our culture. A
All these artefacts, all these artificial objects and images exercise a
form of irradiation, of fascination, upon us. They re-become a kind of
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Dedicated to this fetishist and decorative ideology, art no longer has
an existence of its own. In this sense we might say that we are on the
way to the disappearance of art as a specific activity. This may lead us
either to a reversion of art into technique and pure artisanal quality,
possibly transferred into the sphere of electronics, as we can see every-
where today. Or towards a primary ritualism, where everything will be
used as an aesthetic gadget, and art will end up as universal kitsch,
exactly as religious art in its time ended up as Saint-Sulpicien kitsch.
Who knows? Art as such may only have been a parenthesis, a sort of
ephemeral luxury of the species. The distressing thing is that this crisis
of art will probably last for ever. And the difference between Warhol
and all those who comfort themselves in this perpetual crisis is that with
Warhol the crisis of art is over and virtually obsolete.

Is there still any aesthetic illusion? And if not, is the way open to a
transaesthetic illusion? To a radical one, that of the secret, of seduction,
of magic? Is there still, within our hypervisibility, transparence, virtu-
ality, a place for an image? A place for an enigma? A place for the real
events of perception, a place for an effective power of illusion, a true
strategy of forms and appearances?

Despite the modern mythology of a liberation of forms, we must say
that forms and figures cannot be liberated, cannot be free. Our task is
not to free them, but to capture them, to make them relate to each other
and to generate each other.

Objects whose secret is not in the ‘centrifugal’ expression of their
representative form (or deformation), but on the contrary, in their
attraction towards the centre and in their subsequent dispersion into the
cycle of metamorphosis. There are two ways of achieving, of going
beyond representation: either that of its endless deconstruction where
painting looks at itself dying, in a sort of umbilical nostalgia, always
reflecting its lost history. Or, simply to give up representation, forgetting

all the trouble of interpretation, forgetting the critical violence of sense
and counter-sense, in order to join the matrix of the appearance of things
and the matrix of the distribution of forms.

This is the very form of illusion, the very concept of playing (illudere).
Going beyond a form is to pass from one form to another, whereas
going beyond an idea is to negate the idea. This second strategy defines
the intellectual position of illusion and is often that of modern painting’s
challenge to the world, whereas the former strategy exemplifies the very
principle of illusion for which there is no other destiny of form than the
form itself.

In this sense we must have illusionists who know that art and
painting are illusion, and are as far from intellectual criticism as from
aesthetics properly speaking (which already supposes a discrimination
between the beautiful and the ugly). llusionists who know that all art is
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2

AESTHETIC ILLUSION AND
VIRTUAL REALITY

JEAN BAUDRILLARD

There is always a camera hidden somewhere. It may be a real one — we
may be filmed without knowing it. We may also be invited to replay our
own life on a television network. Anyway, the virtual camera is in our
head, and our whole life has taken on a video dimension. We might
believe that we exist in the original, but today this original has become
an exception for the happy few. Our own reality doesn’t exist any more.
We are exposed to the instantaneous retransmission of all our facts and
gestures on a channel. We would have experienced this before as police
control. Today it is just like an advertising promotion.

Thus it is irrelevant to get upset with talk shows or reality shows, and
to criticize them as such. For they are only a spectacular version, and so
an innocent one, of the transformation of life itself, of everyday life, into
virtual reality. We don’t need the media to reflect our problems in real
time — each existence is telepresent to itself.

TV and the media have left their mediatized space in order to invest
‘real’ life from the inside, infiltrating it exactly like a virus in a normal
cell:

We don’t need digital gloves or a digital suit. As we are, we are
moving around in the world as in a synthetic image. We have swal-
lowed our microphones and headsets, producing intense interference
effects, due to the short-circuit of life and its technical diffusion. We
have interiorized our own prosthetic image and become the professional

showmen of our own lives. Compared with this, the reality shows are
only side-effects, and moreover mystifying, because in indicting them as
manipulation, the critics assume that there is somewhere an original
form of life, and that reality shows would be no more than its parody

and simulation (Disneyland).
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This criticism is over, as is every Situationist criticism of the “spectacle’
and the concept of ‘spectacle’, as also in substance all criticism of
‘alienation’. Unfortunately, I would add. Because the human abstraction
of the spectacle was never hopeless; it always offered the chance of
disalienation. Whereas the operation of the world in real time, its
unconditional realization, is really without alternative. Radicality has
changed, and all negative criticism, surviving itself, actually helps its
object to survive. For instance, the critic of religion and of its official
manifestation misses the fact that religion is in practice far more realized
in many other forms - irreligious, profane, political or cultural — where
it is less easily recognizable as such.

It is the same thing with the virtual. Current criticism engaging with
new techniques, new images, masks the fact that its concept has been

distilled throughout real life, in homoeopathic doses, beyond detection.
And if the level of reality decreases from day to day, it's because the
medium itself has passed into life, and become a common ritual of
transparency. It is the same for the virtual: all this digital, numerical and
electronic equipment is only the epiphenomenon of the virtualization of
human beings in their core. If this can overwhelm people’s fantasy to
such a degree, it is because we are already, not in some other world, but
in this very life, in a state of photosynthesis. If we can today produce a
virtual clone to replace Richard Bohringer, it is because he has already
replicated himself, he has already become his own clone.

But anyway the reality show can be used as a micromodel for the
analysis of all virtual reality. Whether it’s the immediacy of information
on all screens, the telepresence, or presence on TV, in all actings and
happenings, it is always a question of ‘real time’ — of the collapse of the
real and its double. Live your life in real time (live and die directly on
the screen). Think in real time (your thinking is immediately transferred
on the printer). Make your revolution in real time (not in the street, but
in the broadcasting studio). Live your love and passion in real time (by
videotaping each other).

This conversion of the mediatized into the immediatized, that is, into
an immediate catalytic operation of the real by the screen, this immedi-
atic revolution is already implied in McLuhan’s formula “The Medium is
the Message’, which has never been analysed in all its consequences.
McLuhan remains the prophetic theoretician of this collapse of the
medium and the message, and thus in some way the prophet of the
vanishing process of information and communication (whose signifi-
cance he emphasized at the same time!). ‘The Medium is the Message'’
remains as the Mene Tekel Epharsim of the communication era, its
password and the sign of its end.

But there is another predecessor for all technologies of the virtual: it is
the ready-made. Again, for example, the reality show: all those human
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schedule. But-even this implication en trompe I'ceil doesn’t save media
and information from inertia, from proliferating fatal inertia. Mass
media or micromedia, directive or interactive, the chain reaction of the
images is the same. It is simply materialized in real time and in every-
body’s head.

Now what exactly is at stake in this hegemonic trend towards
virtuality? What is the idea of the virtual? It would seem to be the
radical actualization, the unconditional realization, of the world, the
transformation of all our acts, of all historical events, of all material
substance and energy into pure information. The ideal would be the
resolution of the world by the actualization of all facts and data.

This is the theme of Arthur C. Clarke’s fable about the names of God.
In this fable, the monks of Tibet devote themselves to the fastidious
work of transcribing the 99 billion names of God, after which the world
will be accomplished, and it will end. Exhausted by this everlasting
spelling of the names of God, they call IBM computer experts who
complete the work in a few months. This offers a perfect allegory of the
completion of the world in real time by the operation of the virtual.
Unfortunately this is also the end of the world in real time. For with this
virtual countdown of the names of God, the great promise of the end
was realized; and the technicians of IBM, who left the site after work

(and didn't believe of course in the prophecy), saw the stars in the sky
fading and vanishing one by one.

Maybe it is an allegory of our technical transfiguration of the world:
its accelerated end, its anticipated resolution — the final score of modern
millenarianism, but without hope of salvation, revelation, or even
apocalypse. Simply accelerating the process of declining (in the double
sense of the word) towards a pure and simple disappearance. The
human species would be invested, without knowing it, with the task of
programming, by exhausting all its possibilities, the code for the auto-
matic disappearance of the world.

Rather than the ideal transformation of the world, the ultimate end of
this transfiguration would be that of building a perfectly autonomous
world from which we can retire and remove ourselves. In order for us to
step out of it, the world must be brought to completion. As long as we
stay here as alien beings, the world cannot be perfect. And to be perfect
it must be constructed and artificial, because there is no perfection in the
natural state. The human being itself is a dangerous imperfection. If we

want to achieve this sort of immortality, we must also treat ourselves as
artefacts and get out of ourselves in order to move on an artificial orbit,
where we can revolve eternally.
We all dream of an ex-nihilo creation, of a world emerging and
moving without our intervention. We dream of perfect autonomous
beings who, far from acting against our will as in the fable, The Sorcerer’s
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Apprentice, would meet our desire to escape our own will, and realize
the world as a self-fulfilling prophecy. So we dream of perfect com-
puters, of auto-programming artificial intelligence. But if we allow
artificial beings to become intelligent, and even more intelligent than we
are, we don't allow them to have their own will. We don’t allow them
what God finally allowed us — the intelligence of evil. We cannot bear
real challenge from another species; and if we concede intelligence to
other beings, then this intelligence must still be the manifestation of our
desire. While God permitted us to raise such questions about our own
liberty, we don’t allow artificial beings to raise such questions about
themselves. No liberty, no will, no desire, no sexuality. We want them
complex, creative, interactive, but without spirit. By the way, it seems
that these ‘intelligent’ machines have found, if not the way to trans-
gression and freedom, at least the byways to accident and catastrophe. It
seems that they have an evil genius for dysfunctions, electronic viruses
and other perverse effects, which save them — and us, in the same way —
from perfection and from reaching the limit of their possibilities.

The perfect crime would be to build a world-machine without defect,
and to leave it without traces. But it never succeeds. We leave traces
everywhere — viruses, lapses, germs, catastrophes — signs of defect, or
imperfection, which are like our species’ signature in the heart of an
artificial world.

All forms of high technology illustrate the fact that behind its doubles
and its prostheses, its biological clones and its virtual images, the human
species is secretly fomenting its disappearance. For example, the video
cassette recorder connected to the TV: it sees the film in your place.
Were it not for this technical possibility of devolution, of a vicarious
accomplishment, we would have felt obliged to see it for ourselves. For
we always feel a little responsible for films we haven't seen, for desires
we haven't realized, for people we haven’t answered, for crimes we
haven’t committed, for money we haven’t spent. All this generates a
mass of deferred possibilities, and the idea that a machine is there that
can deal with these possibilities, can stock them, filter them (an answer-
machine, a memory bank), and progressively absorb and reabsorb them,
is very comforting. All these machines can be called virtual, since they
are the medium of virtual pleasure, the abstract pleasure of the image,
which is often good enough for our happiness. Most of these machines
are used for delusion, for the elusion of communication (‘Leave a
message .. ."), for absolving face-to-face relations and social responsi-
bilities. They don'’t really lead to action, they substitute for it most of the
time. So with the film on the video cassette recorder: maybe I'll see this
film later, but maybe [ won't do it at all. Am I sure I really want to see it
anyway? But the machine must work. Thus the consumption of the
machine converges with the consumption of the desire.
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All these machines are wonderful. They give us a sort of freedom.
They help us to get free from the machine itself, since they interconnect
one with another and function in a loop. They help us to get free from
our own will and from our own production. What a relief all at once to
see twenty pages erased by a caprice of the word processor (or by an
error of the user, which amounts to the same thing). They would never
have had such a value if they hadn’t been given the chance to disappear!
What the computer gives to you, too easily perhaps, it takes away just
as easily. Everything is in order. The technological equation amounts to
zero. We always hear about negative perverse effects. But here. the
technique assumes a positive (homoeopathic) perverse effect. The inte-
grated circuit reverses itself, performing in some way the automatic
writing of the world. .

Now let us consider some different aspects of this virtual achieve-
ment, of this automatic writing of the world. High definition. High
fidelity. Real time. Genetic codes. Artificial intelligence. . ‘ ‘

In high definition, the (electronic, numerical or synthesized) image is
nothing more than the emanation of the digital code that generated it. _It
has nothing more to do with representation, and even less with aesthetic
illusion. All illusion is abolished by technical perfection. It is the same
with the three-dimensional image: it is a pure disillusion, since the
magic of the image lies simply in the subtraction of one dimension from
the real world, In the hologram’s perfection of the virtual image, all
parts are microscopically identical to the whole, generating a fractal
deconstruction of the image, which is supplanted by its own pure
luminous definition. '

High fidelity. Disappearance of the music by excess of fidelity, by th'e
promiscuity of the music and its absolute technical mod?_l. Holograpl'u.c
music, holophonic, stereophonic, as if it had swallowed its own genetic
code before expelling it as an artificial synthesis - clinical music, sterile,
purged of all noise. . .

Real time. The equivalent of high definition for the image. Sl.mul-
taneity of the event and its diffusion in information. Instant proximity of
oneself and one’s actions at a distance. Telepresence: you can manage
your business in situ at the other end of the world, by me.n‘m:djum of
your electronic clone. Like the space of the image in high cI_eEmltlfm, each
moment in real time is microscopically coded, microscopically isolated,
in a closed and integrated circuit. As in the hologram, each parc.el of
time concentrates the total information relative to the event, as if we
could control the event from all sides at once. No distance, no memory,
no continuity, no death: the extreme ‘reality of time’ is .in fa.ct extreme
virtuality. All the suspense, all the unforeseeability, of time is over.

Genetic coding. What is at stake here is the simulation of a perfect
human being, of a body of high definition, through the controlled
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engineering and dispatching of the genome. The construction of a virtual
body outperforming the original - plastic genetic surgery. The genetic
c.oc.ie itself, the DNA, which concenirates the whole definition of any
living being in a minimal space and a minimal formula, is the ideal type
of virtuality.

Last, but not least: artificial intelligence. Something like an artificial
l‘arain-recordmg, adapted to an artificial environment. Thinking almost
instantaneously inscribed on the screen, in direct interaction with data,
software and memories ~ intelligence in real time. Thinking becomes a
h.igh definition operation, suppressing all distance, all ambiguity, all
enigmatic eventualities, suppressing the very illusion of thought. Just
as t}}e illusion of the image disappears into its virtual reality, just as the
illusion of the body disappears into its genetic irlscripi:ion, just as
the illusion of the world disappears into its technical artefacts, so the
natural intelligence of the world disappears into its artificial intelligence.
Thereisnotraceina]loftl-lisoftheworldasagame,asafake, as a
machination, as a crime, and not as a logical mechanism, or a reflex
cybernetic machine, with the human brain as mirror and model.

Artificial intelligence is everything except artificial. It is definitive
jrea.lt’tﬁnking’ (as we speak of realpolitik), fully materialized by the
interaction of all virtualities of analysis and computing. We could even
say tjhat artificial intelligence goes beyond itself through too high a
definition of the real, through a delirious sophistication of data and
operations — but this is only the consequence of the fact that artificial
intelligence is a matter of the hyperrealization of thinking, of the
objective processing of thinking.

There is not the slightest sense here of illusion, artifice, seduction, or a
more subtle game of thought. For thought is neither a mechanism of
higher functions nor a range of operational reflexes. It is a rhetoric of
forms, of moving illusions and appearances. It reacts positively to the
illusion of the world, and negatively to its reality. It plays off appear-
ances against reality, turning the illusion of the world against the world
itself. The thinking machine masters only the computing process. It
doesn’t rule over appearances, and its function, like that of all other
cybernetic and virtual machines, is to destroy this essential illusion by
counterfeiting the world in real time.

Curiously, all the above traits rely upon paradoxes. ‘Real time’ is in
fact a purely virtual time. ‘Artificial intelligence’ is nothing like artificial.
V].rtual reality’ is at the antipodes of the real world. As for ‘high
definition’, it is synonymous with the highest dilution of reality. The
highest definition of the medium corresponds to the lowest definition of
the message. The highest definition of information corresponds to the
lowest definition of the event. The highest definition of sex (in porno-
graphy) corresponds to the lowest definition of desire. The highest
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definition of language (as computer coding) corresponds to the lowest
definition of sense. The highest definition of the other (as computer
coding), corresponds to the lowest definition of exchange and alterity.
Everywhere high definition corresponds to a world where referential
substance is scarcely to be found any more.

Such are the stakes involved in the virtual realization of the world.
And we must take it as irreversible. This logic leads to the end, to the
final solution, or resolution. Once performed, it would be the equivalent
of a perfect crime. While the other crime, the ‘original” crime, is never
perfect, and always leaves traces — we as living and mortal beings are a
living trace of this criminal imperfection ~ future extermination, which
would result from the absolute determination of the world and of its
elements, would leave no traces at all. We would not even have the
choice or chance to die, to really die. We would have been kidnapped
and disintegrated in real time and virtual reality long before the stars go
out.

Artificial intelligence, tele-sensoriality, virtual reality and so on — all
this is the end of illusion. The illusion of the world — not its analytical
countdown - the wild illusion of passion, of thinking, the aesthetic
illusion of the scene, the psychic and moral illusion of the other, of good
and evil (of evil especially, perhaps), of true and false, the wild illusion
of death, or of living at any price — all this is volatilized in psycho-
sensorial telereality, in all these sophisticated technologies which transfer
us to the virtual, to the contrary of illusion: to radical disillusion.

Fortunately, all this is impossible. High definition is ‘virtually” unreal-
izable, in its attempt to produce images, sounds, information, bodies in
microvision, in stereoscopy, as you have never seen them, as you will
never see them. Unrealizable also is the fantasy of artificial intelligence.
It is too intelligent, too operational to be true — this brain-becoming of
the world, this world-becoming of the brain, as it has never functioned,
without a body, autonomized, inhuman - a brain of high definition
outlining a universe of high definition. Something like an ethical and
technical purification. It will never succeed, fortunately. Not that we
trust in human nature or in a future enlightenment, but because there is
in fact no place for both natural and artificial intelligence. There is no

place for both the illusion of the world and a virtual programming of
the world. There is no place for both the world and its double.

When the virtual operation of the world is finished, when all the
names of God have been spelled out — which is the same basic fantasy
as the declining of the human genome or the worldwide declining of all
data and information — then we too shall see the stars fading away.
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