Question 4: “In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, life is presented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation.” Guy Debord, The Society of The Spectacle
Guy Debord contends that the ‘reality’ of our perceived negotiations with the mediated world has been replaced by ‘The Spectacle’ – image has replaced substance. 
To what extent do you believe this to be true and how have visual artists used the lens-based medium to comment on and critique this reality?
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Guy Debord’s The Society of The Spectacle written in 1967, critiques a society that he saw as being ever more obsessed with image and appearances over reality truth and experience (Nicholas,2019). Particularly following the rise of social media, the book has been lauded as a clairvoyant text of our contemporary climate. 
Debord wrote the book whilst a member of the group Situationist International (SI), a collective of like-minded artists, writers and theorists heavily influenced by the work of Karl Marx, as well as the art movements of Dadaism and Surrealism. Debord’s theory builds on the Western Marxist tradition of commodification and alienation, with ‘The Spectacle´ being used to describe an omnipresent force which is creating a passive nature in the individual consumer, leaving them as nothing more than a thrall to corporate narratives (Pallardy, 2019).  
Writing in the 1960’s at a time when the global markets were truly beginning to reform themselves, the European consumers found a spectacular abundance of consumer products available. Debord and his contemporaries saw this as problematic however as he believed that many of the objects of their consumption were pseudo wants and needs, which are fed to them through mass media on behalf of capitalist interests. He presents the idea that the individual consumer, blinded by the appearance of choice available, is unwittingly conforming when attempting to be an individual in a system without individual agency.  
If Debord’s theory is considered in today’s contemporary climate, one can see things could be considered to have gotten far worse. Not only does ‘The Spectacle’ manifest itself in advertising, news and politics, it also infests social media. Being seen most clearly with the rise of Facebook and Instagram, a platform where image and appearance is highly curated for most likes and followers by users. Debord’s ideas can be summarised as anti-establishment and he challenges the reader to question the late capitalist world they find themselves. One question remains; the degree to which we truly have autonomy in our society. 
Debord’s ideas resonate with many artists and creatives today who seek to subvert or comment on the status quo, as seen in the photography series Small Worlds by Martin Parr. A masterful collection of holiday snapshots which present the result of global tourism. As described on the Magnum Photos website, 
“Small World is a biting satire in which Parr observes global tourism and the search for authentic cultures the tourist’s quest has helped to destroy. It explores the difference between the reality and mythology of a tourist honey pot.”
Parr highlights ways tourists that are seeking out ‘authentic cultures’ can irreparably change them through its commodification. Using satire, creative framing and iconic locations he critiques the way culture, refined and polished for consumption, manifests itself in the tourism industry. (Pro.magnumphotos.com, 2019)
One image I find the most emblematic of Debord’s ‘Spectacle’ is seen in Parr’s Republic of Gambia 1991, a thought-provoking image taken from the back of a jeep on what appears to be a safari in Gambia. Framed about one camo clad arm running along the vehicles roll cage, we can see a group of young Gambian children running after the jeep. From Parr’s seat which is back a bit in the vehicle we can see on the left is another photographer and the right is a young tourist girl, wearing a sphinx design on her shirt and a perplexed expression on her face. It is notable she is of a of similar age to the Gambian children, her realisation of this perhaps led to a sense of trepidation as she can be seen to lean away slightly whilst looks at the children below. 
This photo makes me particularly uncomfortable as it presents the children as being little more than another animal to see and photograph alongside those of lions, zebra and the elephant. I see Parr challenging the viewer to recognise the damaging effects of the tourist industry in Africa which presents poverty as a spectacle.  Photographs procured in this way, of impoverished young African children are often shot without parents in frame, whilst designed to elicit an emotional response from a western audience and raise money for charities, it dangerously misrepresents the situation. Constructing a picture of African countries in this way infantilises the continent in the minds of those in the west and presents it as a hapless place in need of saving by white people. Challenging the commodification of Gambian culture in such a way is a narrative within Parr’s photograph, it raises the questions surrounding ethical tourism in Africa and resolves well with Debord’s notion of spectacles. 
An image of Parr’s which challenges the viewer to question the relation a photograph has with reality is his photograph The Leaning Tower of Pisa. From 'Small World'. 1990. The image of tourists all vying to get the stereotypical photograph of them pushing the Leaning tower is comedic, the angle to which he photographs the tourists dispels the illusion of scale with which the conventional image would yield and instead presents us with the bizarre social ritual that tourists perform. Parr removes the spectacle of the stereotypical photograph you would see taken in Pisa, instead the reality of people’s interaction with the historical site is of one focus for an image-based world. This social behaviour Parr highlights of needing to be seen having fun has intensified as of late, with the selfie stick becoming a ubiquitous feature of tourist attractions.
Another photographer who I feel intercedes with Debord’s contentions is Karen Knorr, who across her many photographic series such as Gentlemen and Belgravia, critiques the world of the aristocratic elite in London. (Knorr, 2019) Her images serve to dispel the illusion of grandeur associated with an elite upper class. Intersecting with Debord’s reasoning that the black and white appearances of class presented in our capitalist society often mask a far gloomier reality. 
Knorr’s construction of anti-portraits and the associated texts she provides for them can be seen to confront gender and class issues overtly. By assigning each image a short text the two elements combine to create a third meaning, which often gestures to her challenging the patriarchy and social reality of the upper classes.  I particularly find the image of a woman reclined on a sofa from the series Belgravia the most resonant of this idea. With the associated text, 
“I know of a beautiful marriage. She likes his money. He likes her beauty and is happy to have a beautiful item in the house. If I had such a marriage, I would shoot myself.”
Knorr’s curation of the text to include within image presents her thoughts towards the intersecting issues of gender and class as a woman living in the 1980’s, she also presents to the viewer the reality of a struggle for equality that exists within classes as well as between them. As with Debord’s own contentions Knorr’s work highlights well the reality of ‘The Spectacle’ as it exists within the society of the English upper middle classes. We see a stagnant upper class who contend themselves to being political and moralistic arbiters, in reality they still cling to the guise of appearance to mask their own unequal unreality.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Her photographic series Gentlemen is described on her website as having been photographed in English gentlemen’s clubs in Saint James’ in central London. Within the collection Knorr highlights the patriarchal and elitist values of the English upper middle classes with text constructed out of speeches of parliament and news. (Knorr, 2019) In one image we see a man sat at a window smoking which is combined with the text “if Livingstone gets his way, we might soon be living in the Peoples Republic of Greater London.” In referencing Ken Livingstone, the now ex-Labour Mayor of London, Knorr presents the fear of change that is associated with those at the top of society when the prospect of their loss of hegemony is apparent.
Carrying through a more current interpretation of Debord’s theory of ‘The Spectacle’ is artist and photographer Cindy Sherman, who began her career critiquing the representations of women in the film industry. In her black and white photographic series Complete Untitled Film Stills, she critiqued the many stereotypes women perpetuated in Hollywood. Using self-portraits in which she presents herself as caricatures of many of the various stereotypical portrayals of women in carefully constructed scenes. (The Museum of Modern Art, 2019)
A fantastic image from this series Untitled #98 shows a woman laid awkwardly on the floor, with a muted facial expression. What I find most striking about the image is the matching of the colour of her clothes, hair and the floor tiles. Reminiscent of magazine spreads which seek the male gaze, the orange character is presented haplessly slumped over on her back, with such coordination between the colours in her character and scene she appears as a carefully curated object of desire. Sherman highlighted how female characters are often objectified and not fully formed in film, only serving to further the plot of a male centred story.     
Sherman’s more recent work which is uploaded to Instagram, focuses on the deconstruction of contemporary identity, particularly with regards to highlighting the dysmorphic effects of social media. A focus which could be seen to clearly intersect with Debord’s theory’s that image replacing substance is seen in the many reinterpretations of the selfie which she uploads. Sherman’s Instagram anti-selfies present to the viewer a surreal reinterpretation on the stereotypical self-portraits which pervade Instagram.
The warping and modifying of her image which she combines with images of nature is painterly. I interpret this to her rationalisation of her own appearance in a society which values beauty and youthfulness so much. Sherman confidently presents her own aging body, rather than making it appear as eternally youthful as many of the image softening filters on the app allow. This desire of hers to present the absurd nature to which many interactions on social media are so heavily mediated acts against the design of the platform, which promotes intense beauty standards over reality.
The episode Fifteen Million Merits from Charlie Brookers Black Mirror comments on late capitalism, class and gender roles. The episode is set in a dystopian future where capitalist forces control every waking moment and individual expression is reduced to a digital replication. Brooker presents the audience with a society which lives exclusively in closed off automated spaces, individuals are shown living in cells in which nearly every surface is an interactive touch screens through which personalised adverts are forcibly shown to the occupant. People exist almost exclusively to ride on exercise bikes to generate power in exchange for “merits” the societies currency, with the only hope of a better life coming from a talent show which costs 15 million merits to enter, here Brooker critiques talent shows like The X Factor which sells the failure of individuals as entertainment and clearly prey on people’s desire for fame and fortune. 
Brooker is quoted as describing the episode as “an incredibly reductive piss-taking version of capitalism”. (Brooker, Jones and Arnopp, 2018) Brooker’s interpretation of our late capitalist societies desire to control and commodify all aspects of life. For example, the few avenues of expression are found in the system where the purchase virtual clothes and accessories for a digital avatar are an individual’s only outlet with which to form an identity. Though it is set in a dystopian future, Brooker masterfully incorporates the reality of consumer capitalism today, where the vapid consumption of entertainment dominates a society of people who tire endlessly over social media to present publicly the best digital replication of themselves. 
A deeper concept which Debord’s Society of The Spectacle points towards is the way that late stage capitalism hijacks subversive movements in order to sustain itself. Advertising campaigns often try associating products with social movements, one example was how Pepsi co-opted the student protest movement in American universities in 2017. The advert which featured Kendal Jenner saving the day by handing a can of Pepsi to a riot police officer. The advert was critically panned and its overtly surface level response to the protests was seen through by people on both sides of the political debate. Julia Wong writes in her article on the guardian that, 
“The image of Jenner approaching the police clearly referenced the iconic photograph of Ieshia Evans, a black woman who stood tall in the face of heavily armored riot police during a Black Lives Matter protest following the fatal shooting of Alton Sterling by police in 2016.” (Wong, 2019)
Pepsi’s soulless reinterpretation of the movement shows how cooperate shills try to pander to their consumers emotions, thoughts and feelings with the one minded goal of selling more to them. This advertainment was so clear in its failure to disguise itself as genuine with use of Jenner, an attractive privileged white woman, born into fame, to represent a very real civil unrest presents the reality of how companies’ appropriate subversion.
Debord contends that just as the marketing of products is focused on the personal image it may curate above the functions of the product itself, so to politics may to have receded into appearances above policy. Examples of this can be seen in the campaigning strategies politicians employ to gain supporters, a notable example can be seen in the way Hillary Clinton campaigned against Donald Trump. Rather than focus on policy, many of the campaign advertisements focused on Clinton as being a stateswoman. She targets the emotions of voters by asking what example we are setting for our children rather than addressing Trumps many troubling policies. 
At the close of the second decade of the second millennium one can only conclude that we do indeed live in a society of spectacle. Whilst Debord wrote at a time before the internet his theory on alienation and commodification is possibly truer now as it was in 1967. Such a focus is given to the online realm in public discourse, a space where tech companies have gotten rich on the targeting of advertisements to consumers. Even as people become aware of the pernicious nature of the capitalist’s interests, who value profits and growth about all else, most alarming is the co-opting of subversive movements in our society by late capitalistic interests, which works to mire any truly subversive movement.
I have given examples of how Martin Parr, Karen Knorr and Cindy Sherman all comment on and critique aspects of ‘The Spectacle’. As well as this I have tried to give examples of the proverbial mask slipping and the true malevolent nature of late capitalism becomes apparent. Understanding now the extent to which society is controlled by capitalist interests and the effects this has had on shaping society as well as the ecology of the world, one concludes we are all but slaves to corporate interests in the society of the spectacle.
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