Baudrillard, Lyotard & Debord

Postmodernism & Truth

Jean-Francois Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition (1979) suggests that what he called 'metanarratives' or ‘grand narratives’ like religion, Marxism, capitalism or science, no longer have the same importance in our lives. The concept of progress - the certainty that the developments of the arts, technology, medicine and knowledge would be moving inevitably towards a 'greater good' - is now seen to be questionable. Progress is seen by some as a way of controlling people and, using examples like CCTV or the government's reading of private emails, as 'spying' on ordinary citizens.

Alongside Lyotard - Jean Baudrillard offers a different vision of postmodernism but what they share is a belief that the idea of truth needs to be 'deconstructed' so that we can challenge dominant ideas that people claim as truth, which Lyotard describes as 'grand narratives'.

In the postmodern world, media texts make visible and challenge ideas of truth and reality, removing the illusion that films, music videos or any media text can ever accurately or neutrally reproduce reality or truth. So we get the idea that there are always competing versions of the truth and reality, and postmodern media products engage with this idea. As Baudrillard (1988) said:

Truth is what we should rid ourselves of as fast as possible and pass it on to somebody else. As with illnesses, it's the only way to be cured of it. He who hangs on to truth has lost.

It is important early on to say here that many critics see Baudrillard's position as offensive.

This is because they believe that it is a luxury of people who live in advanced, rich nations and democratic states to take this 'playful' stance on matters of truth, whereas people living in Iraq, Tibet, Afghanistan or Zimbabwe cannot have such a frivolous disposition, given that crucial matters of truth, justice and human rights are contested on a daily basis. But Baudrillard is not attempting to deny this political reality; instead, he is establishing a philosophical position, and aren’t oppressive regimes the most expert in asserting a set of ideologies as 'truth'?

The difference between postmodernism and a theory such as Marxism, is that a postmodernist does not wish to remove one version of the truth and replace it with the 'correct' one. All notions of truth must be viewed with suspicion. Clearly, this refutation of grand narratives, then, makes it difficult for some religious people to reconcile their belief in sacred moral principles with postmodernism. Another key argument against postmodernism, which relates again to people's discomfort with Baudrillard's 'anti-truth' position, is that the alternative to a belief in truth is relativism –whereby 'anything goes', leading to moral chaos and ethical anarchy - if truth is absent, then how do we deal with matters of justice?

Hyperreality

Returning to the more basic idea that there is no longer a distinction between reality and its representing image, or simulacra, Baudrillard introduced the idea of hyperreality, claiming that Disneyland is the best example for understanding how our reality works in the postmodern world - a place which is at the same time a real, physical space, but also clearly a fictional, representational world. You should by now be familiar with basic ideas around representation - that signs represent ideas, people or places. For Baudrillard, there is now only surface meaning; there is no longer any 'original' thing for a sign to represent - the sign is the meaning. We inhabit a society made up wholly of simulacra - simulations of reality which replace any 'pure' reality. 'Pure' reality is thus replaced by the hyperreal where any boundary between the real and the imaginary is eroded. Baudrillard's work is an attempt to expose the 'open secret' that this is how we live and make sense of the world in postmodern times. As you can imagine, he is considered a pretty controversial philosopher.

Simulation and Representation

In postmodernist debates, claims that simulation is superseding representation have raised fundamental questions over the nature of reality.

Baudrillard, strangely, was no fan of postmodern theory seeing his ideas as much more fundamental than concerned with the superficial:

'The postmodern...is a world-wide verbal fornication'. (1996)

Yet despite this, other critics use Baudrillard's theories as the exemplification of postmodern thought.

· Some consider Baudrillard as telling the story of the death of the real without taking responsibility for this story.

· Others consider him the media pessimist par excellence, who argues that the total coverage of the real is equivalent to its absolute disappearance.

From Representation to Simulation

Commentators on contemporary cultural change have seized upon the concept of simulation in noting a shift away from 'representation'. Such critics see 'representation' as a negotiated act, pointing, however unsuccessfully, to a ‘real’ world beyond it. 'Simulation', on the other hand, supplants these negotiated relationships between representation and reality, replacing them with relationships that operate only within the media.

The theory of simulation is a theory of how our images, our communications and our media have usurped the role of reality, and a history of how reality fades. (Cubitt 2001)

Criticising Now! - The Society of the Spectacle

“All that was once directly lived has become mere representation.”
"The spectacle is not a collection of images; rather, it is a social relationship between people that is mediated by images."
These critical approaches draw on theories that identify profound cultural, economic and political shifts taking place in the developed world in recent decades. A defining moment in the development of this approach is Guy Debord's Society of the Spectacle (1967), which argues that the saturation of social space with mass media has generated a society defined by spectacular rather than real relations.

Although there are various approaches and positions within this broad trend, they generally share the assumption that the triumph since the war of globalisation has driven a culture which is dominated by the mass media and consumerism. The rise of this commercialised, mediated culture brings with it profound anxieties about how people might know, and act in, the world. The sheer number of television screens, computer networks, theme parks and shopping centres, and the saturation of everyday life by spectacular images so thoroughly mediated and processed that any connection with a 'real world' seems lost, adds up to a simulated world: a hyperreality where the artificial is experienced as real and the relationship between the real world and the images and narratives of popular media, withers away. The simulations that take its place also replace reality with spectacular fictions whose lures we must resist. In broad outlines, this remains the standard view of Baudrillard's ideas.

Baudrillard's controversial versions of simulation and simulacra have proved hugely influential on theories and analysis of postwar popular culture. The nature of simulation over that of representation has been forwarded as being of fundamental importance to questions of the future of the media and culture - a culture, it is claimed, that is increasingly de-realised by the screens of the mass media, the seductions and veilings of shopping, and the augmentations and virtual worlds like Second Life of the Internet and video games. For instance, Fredric Jameson describes the contemporary world as one in which all areas of life are surrounded by consumer capitalism and its spectacular media:

A world transformed into sheer images of itself and for pseudo-events and 'spectacles'...a society where value has been generalized to the point at which the very memory of value is lost, a society of which Guy Debord has observed, in an extraordinary phrase, that 'the image has become the final form of our desires. (Jameson 1991)
We no longer want what’s real, we want to buy the image.

Similarly, for Cubitt, as reality fades, the materiality of the world around us becomes unsteady:

The objects of consumption are unreal: they are meanings and appearances, style and fashion, the unnecessary and the highly processed. (Cubitt 2001).

What is at stake for is that any sense of progressive knowledge is lost in the seductive, consumerist apocalypse. The relationship between the real and the mediated, the artificial and the natural, implodes.

It is also clear how the technological sophistication, seductive, immersive and commercial nature of videogames like Grand Theft Auto or music videos by Chris Cunningham might be seen as a particularly vivid symptom of this postmodernist condition. It is equally clear, however, that some critics' conceptions of Baudrillard in general and simulation in particular are at best partial, and instead of specifically explaining the concept of simulation, the postmodernist approach generalises it to the point where it becomes an entire theory of contemporary culture.


Cinema as example of Simulation - CGI = Spectacular realism?

With the advent of popular CGI cinema we are left with an apparently paradoxical notion of realism, one that refers both to a perceived immediacy but also to a heightened illusion and spectacle. It is a visual realism, a truth, based on the 'wizardry' of CGI, that re-introduces that least realist cinematic form, animation, back into the mainstream.

This paradox serves to foreground two important factors:

1. The identification of significant links with earlier spectacular media in cinema, or even twentieth-century popular culture

2. The increasing importance of striking visual image over other aspects of cinema.

In addressing the second point - the dominance of the visual - it should be noted that the term 'spectacle' has two main meanings here.

1. In everyday usage it refers to the special effects, stunts, song-and-dance routines, that oppose, temporarily halt, or distract the audience’s attention from narrative and character development. Think about Avatar (2009) for example.

2. The other connotation of spectacle is drawn from the Guy Debord's The Society of the Spectacle. He asserts that postwar capitalism has reinforced its control over the masses through the transformation of culture as a whole into a commodity - something to be bought and sold. Thus the spectacle is not so much a set of particular cultural or media events and images, - like say the X factor final - but characterises the entire social world today as an illusion, a separation from, or masking of, real life:

The spectacle is the moment when the commodity has attained the total occupation of social life. Not only is the relation to the commodity visible but it is all one sees: the world one sees is its world. (Debord 1983)

This suspicion of the illusory potential of cinema is evident because the cinematic image captures the surface appearance of things, rather than underlying relationships, it is always superficial.

But if these images are illusions and artificial what can they tell us of our 'real world'? If we are sceptical about the ability of these, or any, images to speak the truth, what might these images mean, what might they tell us about our world and their place within it?
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Arguments for and against CGI as being ‘real’

The Mask (1994) or Jurassic Park (1993) or Transformers (2007) are all good examples of films whose popularity was based on their advanced use of CGI. Special effects in films have often been regarded as at best distractions from, and at worst, harmful to the creative or artistic in cinema:

The Mask underscores the shrinking importance of conventional story-telling in special-effects-minded movies, which are happy to overshadow quaint ideas about plot and character with flashy up-to-the-minute gimmickry. (Janet Maslin1998)

Evident in genres preferred by young audiences - science fiction, horror, fantasy, action films - special effects-driven films are commonly seen as illusory, juvenile and superficial, opposed to more respectable aspects of popular film such as character psychology, subtleties of plot and mise-en-scene. 

Claims that blockbuster films are bringing about, the 'dumbing-down' of culture are a familiar feature of film criticism. These fears find a resonance in certain discourses on the relationships between digital technologies, popular culture and culture as a whole. There are links between established pessimistic attitudes to spectacle in cinema with more recent 'cyberculture' discourses. It is argued that the popularization and pervasiveness of digital technology has profoundly altered our sense of space and time. The hyperreal space of digital simulation - whether it be the space of cinematic special effects or video games - is characterized by a new depthlessness. (Pierson1999)

Andrew Darley (2000) places CGI as an important cultural form within an emergent 'digital visual culture', alongside video games, pop videos, digital imaging in advertising and computer animation - he argues that these visual digital forms:

Lack the symbolic depth and complexity of earlier forms, appearing by contrast to operate within a drastically reduced field of meaning. They are about little, other than their ability to interest the sight and the senses. Popular forms of diversion and amusement, these new technological entertainments are, perhaps, the clearest manifestation of the advance of the culture of the 'depthless image'. (Darley 2000)

In this account, mass culture is not yet entirely dominated by this ‘spectacle', but it occupies, a central space that is:

Largely given over to surface play and the production of imagery that lacks traditional depth cues. Imagery that at the aesthetic level at least is only as deep as its quotations, star images and dazzling or thrilling effects. (Darley 2000).

Criticisms of ‘depthless’ digital culture - inverted idealism?

In the criticisms of depthless digital culture and the 'loss of the real', there is the implication that it is the characteristics of the classic realist film - character psychology depth, narrative coherence, and so on - that embody the 'meaning' now lost in postmodernist digital culture.

Classical realist filmmaking, whilst perhaps not telling the truth, had 'meaning' and depth and postmodernist theories about the 'hyperrealism' of computer graphics has been interpreted not as presenting a truer image of the real world, but rather as heralding its disappearance. A number of questions are raised by the arrival of digital cinema:

What about the CGI films themselves: are spectacular images necessarily meaningless? Action sequences and effects in films, along with song-and-dance numbers are distinct from narrative - but is meaning only to be found in narrative and character?

These last point raises questions about the active audience - are the people who enjoy the spectacular realism of CGI merely dupes; seduced and exhilarated by superficial displays?

Surely active audiences can respond to spectacular cinema as shared cultural event and as object of specialist 'fan' knowledge and practices?
Baudrillard and the media: news, 9/11 and The Matrix

It is ironic to 'use' Baudrillard's ideas on a media studies course, as he famously declared: ‘There is no theory of the media' (1971). But despite this resistance, Baudrillard's work is of great help in making sense of postmodern media. 

Baudrillard's idea that we are immersed beyond our control in a world of simulation makes his position different to 'active audience' theories, which take a more optimistic view of media consumption. So while on the one hand he is seen as an antipolitical postmodernist, on the other he could be interpreted as quite a traditional analyst of how media exercises power over our lives, as Merrin (2005) suggests here, with reference to the relatively new development of interactive television news, where viewers are invited to blog, email, telephone or vote in response to news items.

The media do not reflect and represent the reality of the public but instead produce it, employing this simulation to justify their own continuing existence. Thus news feedback functions to confirm to itself, and to convince us, that someone is watching, that the news is important, and that the public are politically interested and mobilised. Desperately needing this confirmation, news programmes tailor questions, debates and features to provoke it, encouraging viewers to follow and contribute towards the arguments or the fluctuating percentage results of the selected vote of the day.

Baudrillard's most controversial claim was that the Gulf War never happened. Or rather, that the Gulf War and the World Trade Center attacks that came later can only be understood as media events.

He sees the events of 9/11 in terms of image - this is what we recall when it is mentioned: the endless television repeats of the live pictures - and sees the US/British 'war on terror' response as a symbolic war primarily. So terrorism and military invasion are seen here as semiotic and symbolic as much as physical. Here is Merrin's (2005) explanation of Baudrillard's argument.

Baudrillard describes the 9/11 attacks as 'the absolute event'. Instantly passing into and imploding with its electronic transmission, this was a global media event, accelerating us into a state of hyperreality and of feedback, interference and uncertainty. Despite the audience's extension into the heart of the event - the real-time montage of close-ups, long shots, multiple angles and ground images, edited and replayed and mixed with commentary, speculation, political reaction, and the apprehension and adrenalin of the live moment - no event was 'happening' for them. Their electronic experience simultaneously actualised and hyperrealised the real, and de-actualised and deterred it, in its semiotic transformation and presentation as televisual spectacle for domestic consumption in the comfort and security of the sign.

This is 'deep' material, and you maybe surprised that I’m expecting you to get your head round such intense philosophical ideas. Maybe we need to translate Baudrillard a bit, like this (Baudrillard 2002).

At the same time as they have radicalised the world situation, the events in New York can be said to have radicalized the relation of the image to reality. Among the other weapons of the system which they turned round against it, the terrorists exploited the 'real time' of images, their instantaneous worldwide transmission, just as they exploited stock-market speculation, electronic information and air traffic. The image consumes the event, in the sense that it absorbs it and offers it for consumption. Admittedly, it gives it unprecedented impact, but impact as image-event. The collapse of  the World Trade Center towers is unimaginable, but that is not enough to make it a real event. An excess of violence is not enough to open on to reality. For reality is a principle, and it is this principle that is lost.

This is Baudrillard's clearest contribution to the theory of postmodern media. He is arguing that the events of 9/11 are as much televisual as 'real', that we cannot distinguish the representation of the events on television from the actual events, so the events are hyperreal, neither real nor 'just' media, but both in combination, impossible to separate. If we accept this, it does not mean we no longer believe in reality, but that the idea of 'pure reality', untainted by media representation, is no longer any use. So the attacks on New York cannot be seen to exist as 'pure' event, before or away from the televised images we are so used to.

Simulacra
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Another key idea of postmodernism is that of 'simulacra', a term introduced by Baudrillard who used it to explain the way in which simulations or copies are replacing the real artefacts. 

Examples might include theme parks, 'fake' Irish or Australian pubs or American-style coffee-houses where the 'pretend' version seems as real, if not more real, than the actual thing they are copying.

This idea can be extended to include much of television's output where for example we, as 'armchair travellers', can visit countries all over the world, see exotic sights and perhaps feel that we have 'experienced' or understood these different places. 'Confessional' shows like Jerry Springer can also be seen as false copies that 'pretend' to offer solutions to personal problems but are actually only there to entertain the viewer. In the postmodern world, style is 'celebrated' at the expense of substance and content, while the fake and the artificial increasingly replace the real.

Baudrillard & The Matrix

Next we can look at The Matrix films as further examples of Baudrillard's view of the postmodern. Given that the main character, Neo, can be seen hiding some contraband in one of Baudrillard's books during the first film (Simulation and Simulacra), we can probably assume some influence on the directors, but what is of more relevance is that the film has been interpreted by many as a cinematic portrayal of Baudrillard's notion of postmodern simulation as a controlling force, keeping the masses enslaved. In the film, a few 'chosen' individuals wake up to the unhappy realisation that the human race is plugged into a network of machines (the matrix) and that their existence is virtual, masking a much less savoury 'reality'- the machines have taken over and plugged us into their virtual world. Not only is the subject matter postmodern in theme, but the style of film-making employed by the Wachowski directors is self-referential, which means that its resemblance to video games, other films and graphic novels, rather than to 'reality’, is deliberate, as is the use of 'bullet time' as a hyperreal filmic approach. Merrin (2005) describes how the film immerses us in its postmodern simulations.

The Matrix has us. Our consumption of the films, the merchandise, and the world and myth the Wachowskis sell us, and our collective orgasm over the effects and phones, guns, shades and leather, represent our integration into the virtuality it promotes. The Matrix became a viral meme spreading through and being mimetically absorbed into popular culture, extending our virtualisation. Just as the film offered the stark choice of being inside or outside the matrix so you were either in or outside the Zeitgeist. To paraphrase Morpheus: The Matrix is everywhere. As Baudrillard makes clear, however, its fans and public are caught in a similarly invisible matrix that is far greater than that depicted in the film, and that the film itself is part of and extends

The desert of the real?

Early on in The Matrix, when a client appears at his door, Neo/Thomas Anderson opens a book from which he takes an illegal disc. It is easy to miss, but the title of the book in question is recognisably Simulacra and Simulation (1981), a seminal cultural/philosophical text written by Baudrillard. This is a key intertextual reference to arguably one of the strongest themes of the entire film. The phrase 'desert of the real', spoken by the film's philosophical commentator Morpheus, is a direct quote from the work. In interview Keanu Reeves has stated that before he could read the script for the film, the Wachowskis told him to read Simulacra and Simulation

Baudrillard is concerned with the impact on culture when information is its key product - that is, that meaning and originality have been subsumed by imitation. But it is even more than this - he is not so much concerned with semiotics (the meaning of signs) - than with the simulacrum. This is a copy of which there is no original. This process, in which the difference between original and copy has collapsed, is the stage of simulation. Simulation is literally 'the generation by models of a real without origins or reality: a hyper-real', which is Baudrillard's view of postmodernity. The hyper-real is where simulation and reality are experienced as the same.

This whole notion, of what constitutes real or a simulation can easily be applied to cinema in general. Critics often discuss the level of 'realism' in particular film; historic events are depicted and film-makers strive for 'authenticity' when of course there can be none - a film is not 'real', it is a manufactured artefact projected onto a screen through a series of chosen images. It cannot be 'real, even if it attempts to reflect 'reality'. Yet despite this, film is one of the most powerful mediums in the postmodern world. Baudrillard's point was that what is not real (is simulation) can in fact seem more real than reality. It is a culture of borrowing, hence 'postmodernism' has become a word used frequently and ironically often to the extent that it becomes a word almost without true meaning. That postmodernism is a 'buzzword' and that it involves the collapse of the boundaries between high and popular culture means that a popular film like The Matrix can tackle such questions. It is also worth noting that it is this cultural view that gives the greatest weight to the study of media and its forms.

On top of this theory is the idea that with the 'hyperreal' there is no actual truth. Everything in this scenario is formed out of myth. This is in opposition to the concepts of modernism - a search for true meaning. Whilst the matrix encapsulates the hyper-real, the 'real' world in The Matrix could be said to subscribe to the ideals of modernism. Everything becomes functional, reduced to basics, where the search for truth and meaning has led them. The chapter of Simulacra and Simulation that Neo opens is 'On Nihilism' (the belief in nothing) predicting the breakdown of civilisation experienced in the 'real' world. That Neo's name means 'new' also pertains to modernism - that which is new, original thought and learning.

What is The Matrix? – How does it fit into postmodernism?
When selling a new film to an audience it can familiarise the unknown as well as identify and connect with an already established audience. Within genres are sub-genres - in the case of The Matrix, it sits most comfortably within the science fiction genre (i.e. thematically interested in science - discussed in more detail later) yet deals with artificial reality and digital technology (the virtual reality sub-genre), in common with a body of films thus forming a more acute method of deconstruction. It is also acknowledged that the boundaries of genre and genre theory do shift- hybridity{the melding of more than one genre within a text) is common in contemporary Hollywood cinema. In The Matrix, the film's playful referentiality/intertextuality with anything and everything from dialogue to camerawork categorises it generically but makes explicit its artificial construction. It fully acknowledges its role in the postmodern world of cultural imitation and replication. Thematically it borrows from a range of genres old and new, from high and popular culture alike.

History repeated?
In the broadest terms, The Matrix is a science fiction film offering a dystopian view of the future by exploring man's relationship to machine (as opposed to aliens). Filmic science fiction's roots have always been in literature, with many seeing Mary Shelley's seminal Frankenstein as the birth of the literary genre. Writers like H.G. Wells at the end of the nineteenth century explored their concerns about the advancement of science. The Wachowskis have stated that influences on The Matrix are the science fiction novels of Philip K. Dick and William Gibson,' both of whose work has been adapted for the big screen (a Dick short story became Minority Report (2002) and Gibson penned Johnny Mnemonic (1995), which also starred Keanu Reeves).

A key element of science fiction literature and cinema is our relationship with technology. Another is temporal displacement - by using the future as a setting many contemporary issues can be played out. It allows us to explore anxieties about the increasing dependency we have on artificial intelligence (Al) and the encroachment of machines on the realms of humans. In Frankenstein, man's arrogance had him playing God and paying the price, the relationship of man to science representing man's interference with the natural order. This critique then becomes a moral one with man's creation (in this case artificially intelligent life superseding humans) wreaking its revenge. This symbiotic, dependent relationship is rendered physical in The Matrix as the humans take on elements of machines (the bolts in their arms, heads, spines, etc.), while the machines attempt to recreate a human world (the matrix itself) and must fight each other both within the matrix (the machine's 'turf that Neo must learn to control) and the 'real' world (the human world still dominated by machines and technology). All the characters are fully versed and reliant on technology ('uploading' skills), using it to their advantage, further binding the fate of each to the other.

As mentioned, The Matrix has a similar 'back story' to that of the Terminator films - AI has overtaken humans as the dominant force, although whereas in the former the machines seek merely to annihilate the human race, in The Matrix they are bound to humans for energy. Like, again, the Terminator films, science fiction melds with action to create an event movie. Further, we should note the intertextuality within The Matrix. For example, when Neo emerges into the lobby and the camera shows him from the feet up in combat boots, the scene is reminiscent of the reverse scene in T2 where the terminator comes down to the lobby to attack a host of soldiers. As Neo breaks Agent Smith's glasses one is reminded of the same scenario in T2 where Arnold Schwarzenegger scowls at a nurse who breaks his shades. In the same fight scene, both Neo and Agent Smith run out of bullets, still holding their guns to each other's temples. This exact scene also appears in Robert Rodriguez's Desperado (1995) starring Antonio Banderas.

The Matrix may be science fiction at its core but it is a generic hybrid. It is a bricolage of a host of art forms, genres and influences, in the largest sense a blend of the action and technophobic science fiction film via the western, Hong Kong kung fu movies, film noir, John Woo, the virtual reality sub-genre, millennial angst, comic book superheroes, postmodernism, religions, classical mythology, 'cyberpunk', philosophy and a multitude of popular cultural texts from films to computer games.

With this concern over interactivity and immersion comes, ironically, the suitability of such films either to represent or spawn computer games. This cross-media fertilisation in a sense juxtaposes the anxieties about the very nature of those experiences within filmic narratives of the sub-genre (that the media manufacturers are often owned by the same corporations should also not go overlooked). That the films themselves could play as computer games is another layer of their cultural capital, the difference being of course that with film the viewer still watches, unable to directly alter of control the direction of the narrative.

‘An ecstasy of communication’ - Bullet Time
Audiences for CGI special-effects-driven films are also addressed through supplementary books, magazines and films, detailing 'The Making of.,.' the effects and spectacle, profiling key figures in the industry, offering explanations of how the effects were achieved, etc. In recent years, VHS and DVD releases of some such films have included documentaries on the making of the effects.

What is Bullet Time? (a short documentary included on The Matrix VHS and DVD [1999]) is positively orgiastic. It explains how the effects were achieved, and presents the stages of the construction of the illusion: from wireframe computer simulations of the positioning of cameras and actors, to actors suspended from wires against green screens bounded by a sweeping arc of still cameras, and so on through digital compositing and layering of backgrounds and the effects of bullets in flight.

The 'timeslice' technique (now much replicated, and parodied) is a striking example of parallels between the technologies of early and late cinema. A sweeping arc of cameras surround an actor suspended by wires, and simultaneously shoot a single frame. A movie camera at each end of the arc records motion up to and after the 'snapshots'. By editing all the single frames together the director can then generate the illusion of the freezing of movement and action - a frozen image around which the 'camera' appears to roam. The comparison with Eadweard Muybridge's experiments with sequences of still cameras to capture movement in the 1880s and 1890s is striking (see Coe 1992).

What is Bullet Time? carefully explains that to all intents and purposes the bullet time and timeslice sequences in The Matrix are animation. Indeed animation is needed 'inbetween' the extra frames to manipulate the timespan of slow motion scenes without losing clarity. We could add that the physical abilities of the film's protagonists are informed by animation's hyperrealist codes (the film was originally proposed as an animated film) fused with other spectacular forms, such as Hollywood action films and Hong Kong martial arts cinema. Time-space compression is a term used to describe processes that seem to accelerate the experience of time and reduce the significance of distance during a given historical moment. 

Theorists generally identify two historical periods in which time-space compression occurred: the period from the mid-nineteenth century to the beginnings of the First World War, and the end of the twentieth century. In both of these time periods, “there occurred a radical restructuring in the nature and experience of both time and space . . . both periods saw a significant acceleration in the pace of life concomitant with a dissolution or collapse of traditional spatial co-ordinates”.
Blade Runner and Postmodernism

Another film often cited as 'postmodern' is Ridley Scott's Blade Runner (1982), in which science, technology and progress are all questioned and shown in some way to have 'failed'. The world in Blade Runner is polluted by industry and overcrowding; only the rich escape to the 'off-worlds'. One of the key themes of the film is the 'blurring' of the differences between the real and the artificial, between the humans and the replicants. Increasingly it is no longer possible to be clear about what it means to be 'human'.

Blade Runner is a film which did not do terribly well at the box office when first released, but since the original release in 1982 it has become a huge critical success - a cult, now heralded as a 'classic' piece of dystopian science fiction, the subject of a Director's Cut release (with the famous voice-over removed) and, more recently, a Final Cut edition. Blade Runner is the subject of a wealth of books and websites - Google it and you will see (at the time of writing) that there are 10,500,000 links to try! And, most importantly for us, Blade Runner is very often discussed as a postmodern film. It ticks all our boxes because the film can be viewed as postmodern in style, in its reception and in its subject matter.

Blade Runner’s Postmodern Aesthetic

Blade Runner is said to have a postmodern aesthetic, mixing textual references and images. The film-noir voice-over of the original release is juxtaposed with the futuristic, dystopian images (time is manipulated, as a 1950s film convention is displaced into the future), but at the same time the shadows and constant rain fit with the film-noir style - resulting in a 'neo-noir' visual style and thematic range. The city depicted - Los Angeles in the future - is in itself a pastiche of our ideas of the East, the West and the future. The images we see give us a mise-en-scene of decay and decline, of things coming to an end for humanity as we know it, and the story is to do with replicants (people who feel human but are synthetic) striving for an extension to their lifespan.

Hyperidentities

The questions that the film poses are to do with the meaning of humanity in the postmodern age, when the distinction between the human and the machine is unclear. Can emotions be programmed? Can humanity be manufactured? These are the same questions asked by the postmodern philosophers about the hyperreal, and how we cope with a world where the image overrides the individual. The Los Angeles of Blade Runner has been discussed as a vision of the postmodern city - huge advertising images promoting an off-world colony and the idea that everyone who can has fled the 'real world' for a more attractive virtual equivalent.

Compression of time and space

The film is about time and our lack of it. One of the replicants is a young man, but his body is ageing. We are never sure whether the main character, played by Harrison Ford, is human or not - this remains an enigma, more so in the Director's Cut. A dying replicant in the final scene delivers the line/all these moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain', and as in most postmodern films, we are forced to confront the way in which the 'modern' world is constructed through a set of binary oppositions - truth/lies, reality/fiction, human/machine, life/death and good/bad. One reading of Blade Runner is that it deals with racism - the extermination of replicants - and, like all science fiction, therefore, it places 'real-world' concerns in a fantasy setting. But the postmodern reading of the film focuses more on the way that the classic oppositions that have defined our philosophy are undermined, or at least exposed as vulnerable.

'Like tears in rain’ - Blade Runner as postmodern cinema


Blade Runner is an exemplary postmodern text in the sense that it both represents the conditions of postmodernity and employs elements of the postmodern condition to texture its narrative. In its form, content, and ideological centre Blade Runner explores and utilises the strategies of quotation, pastiche, recycling, hyperreality and identity crisis. Blade Runner is a film that confuses history, mixes up traditions, collapses the differences between the real and the mediated, and as such supposedly articulates what it is like to live in the postmodern world we are all a part of.

Textually, Blade Runner quotes from different film genres and film movements/periods, as well as from other visual media and actual historical periods. In terms of the film's visual and narrative aesthetic Metropolis,  the New York skyline, the pulp fiction of Raymond Chandler, and the pages of science fiction comics are juxtaposed against Roman and Greek columns, neon lit Chinese dragons, Chinatown, Egyptian and Mayan pyramids and palaces. Consequently, time, history, high/low culture and the relations and differences between them have been thrown into confusion.
Blade Runner happens in a future but one which is an amalgam of numerous pasts, and where taste distinctions have been levelled out. The film's central characters struggle to find a home in this leaky city, touched as they are by its boundary-less references and (im)possible subject positions. When Deckard looks out across the city what he sees is a terrible confusion, a confusion that he feels at the core of his own dislocated cyborg/human being.

This is a confusion produced by a general aesthetic of decay. The recycling in the film refer to both a lack of invention and renewal but also to generalised waste - the real waste produced by the architects of this endless city and the wasting away of humanity produced by this hyperreal city. Los Angeles 2019 is full of waste: the refuse (ethnic minorities?) that clogs up the streets of the lower levels; and the replicants who literally waste away as slaves on Off-world colonies. These vestiges of waste, then, are also shot through with melancholy and regret - infused with a forlorn sensibility buildings, roads, sidewalks, people, replicants seem to weep (often literally because of the rain) in Blade Runner. And the Vangelis soundtrack gives sonic, electronic texture to such melancholy.

In Blade Runner the media is such an omnipresent force that it becomes the reality indicator - more real than real itself. For example, we never get to see the Off-world colonies sold to us in the film: they appear only as advertising signs - signs, therefore, without a concrete referent. Whether they exist or not - the exploits of the replicants suggest they do - is irrelevant because it is only the media sign that truly has significant ontological weight in the film.

In Blade Runner there is an overarching postmodern identity crisis that seems to touch everything and everyone in the film. Los Angeles 2019 is in a state of perpetual crisis. Composed of a patchwork of styles and fads it has no geographical centre, no 'original' past to refer to, no secure history to be bound to, and no concrete present to allow communities to foster. In one sense this is why the replicants, including Deckard, are drawn to it. But the relationship or correspondence is one borne out of the most despairing search for wholeness - all anyone (good) really wants in the film is a place, a history, a biography to call their own.

The world weary Deckard best represents this: his goal driven pursuit of the replicants and his love affair with Rachael are really a journey into his own heart. His real quest is a quest to discover his origins, to find the truth about who he really is and where he comes from. Of course, in Blade Runner, there is no privileged site of the real and so the ambiguity that remains over Deckard's identity is an ambiguity produced by a world entirely made up from simulation.

Blade Runner's postmodern aesthetic supposedly refers the audience back to the way the real world has developed. The film's technophobic elements echo the fears that technology and science have come to have too much influence and control over people's everyday lives - so much so in fact that what it means to be human is shifting as genetic engineering and artificial reproduction begin to remove people from the 'natural' origins of their species.
The film's concern with mediation, and mediated technology works to articulate the condition that one increasingly experiences the real world second-hand, via terminals, video screens and television sets. The global and consumption perspectives of Blade Runner speak to the growth of trans-national corporations and the conceit that the world is now one global village - a village trading in goods and wares. Finally, the film's racial coding speaks to the rise of the Asian tiger economies and immigration flows - a western fear of swamping and of a loss of economic and political power to the 'yellow peril' of Sony and Honda. In sum, Blade Runner offers us a pretty bleak view of the present.

Blade Runner may also offer us a complex entry point for considering the post-human, defined as a new cybernetic creation born of a technological environment in which reality is essentially composed of information patterns. Deckard, for example, often seems to be merely one more electronic circuit plugged into a gigantic info-world of virtual merchandising, travel, advertising and news gathering. The post-human throws into confusion human/machine, natural/synthetic and mind/body dualisms, opening up the self to multiplicities.
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