Cameron Watson 1604872
“Reality itself is too obvious to be true”.  As media technology plays and increasingly important role in society, to what extent do you agree with Baudrillard’s concept of the hyper-real?
Renowned French philosopher and prolific author, Jean Baudrillard (1929 – 2007) was a “sharp critic of contemporary society”, a radical social theorist and “provocative writer”[footnoteRef:1] that had developed his own, and according to media researcher Valkyrist, often hard to understand style.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Douglas Kellner, ‘Jean Baudrillard’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/baudrillard/> [accessed 23 April 2020].]  [2:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’, Valkyrist, 2018 <https://valkyrist.wordpress.com/2018/08/24/jean-baudrillards-simulacra-and-simulation-notes-reflections/> [accessed 22 April 2020].] 

Reflecting on his life, academic Douglas Kellner writing for the Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy says “Baudrillard can be seen as a theorist who has traced in original ways the life of signs and impact of technology on social life, and who has systematically criticized major modes of modern thought, while developing his own philosophical perspectives.”[footnoteRef:3]  It is the signs and symbols of modern society that Baudrillard spoke of in his book Simulacra and Simulation where he introduces the concept of hyper-reality.[footnoteRef:4]  Hyper-reality can be described as when it becomes impossible to tell the difference between the made up or simulated reality and the real thing itself.  Valkyrist quoted Baudrillard saying that “such simulations of reality have escalated to a point where they now compose our understanding of reality.  He calls this the ‘hyper-real’.”[footnoteRef:5]   [3:  Kellner.]  [4:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.]  [5:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

In this instance, focussing on media technology in particular,  media studies teacher, Fisher says, Baudrillard is saying that contemporary society has simulated a reality hard to distinguish from actual reality.[footnoteRef:6]  Growing up in a media saturated world it could be hard to see this. Exploring ideas of reality is always going to be highly contentious as any kind of objectivity is always going to be hard to prove and scientific understanding changes continually.  In the case of images and signs becoming more real than that which they represent, many would argue that we know well the difference between the two.  It is hard to accept that the version of reality we are accustomed to is anything but chosen by free-will albeit within the bounds of cultural conditioning.  However, it is highly likely that reality is blurred, for example, who really knows if the media presentation of a celebrity musician is an accurate depiction of the person themselves? [6:  ‘(16) Media Studies - Baudrillard’s Theory - Simple Guide for Students & Teachers - YouTube’ <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KNd-qSF698A> [accessed 23 April 2020].] 

Another way of summing up Baudrillard’s concept of hyper-reality is that we create imaginary worlds or alternate virtual realities and then live in them. The extreme version of screen imagery saturating our world is the mobile phone with its multiple ways of disconnecting us from contact with what could be referred to as the real world, the world that you contact with the five senses.
Television and computers are in virtually every home in the western world, now mobile phones are carried everywhere, our society is addicted to the virtual world with its multi layered advertising and representations of modern life.  The real question is to what extent is our screen imagery obscuring, distorting and influencing reality in ways we cannot tell?  

With reference to Baudrillard’s book Simulacra and Simulation[footnoteRef:7] and with analysis of the book from Valkryst, this essay focusses on screen imagery, the most common version we now have is the mobile phone. [7:  Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (University of Michigan Press, 1994).] 

Baudriallard is considered a postmodern philospher which is the genre, associated with there being no objective truth.[footnoteRef:8] The opening quote in his book Simulacra and Simulation,[footnoteRef:9] “ The simulacrum is never what hides the truth – it is truth that hides the fact that there is none.  The simulacrum is true.” seems to suggest Baudrillard believed that only simulations of truth or reality exist.  This quote and the one in the title question “reality is too obvious to be true” are slightly confusing, it is hard to grasp what he is trying to say. It could be that he is saying that humans are not capable of seeing things as they are but only interpreting it.  Valkyrist is correct in his assertion that Baudrillard can be hard to understand.[footnoteRef:10]   [8:  Jean Baudrillard   Postmodernism Flip Video <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ay4IzlXLXBE> [accessed 23 April 2020].]  [9:  Baudrillard.]  [10:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

The human mind is capable of using imagination to create what is not found in nature. Contemporary simulations such as visual screen media are a complex extension of this human capacity, as we arguably live more in thought, imagination and now these created simulations than the embodied reality of present time awareness in touch with real-time sensory experience.  Speaking of media replication of events Baudrillard says in his book Simulacra and Simulation, “The real is produced from miniaturized cells, matrices, and memory banks, models of control – and it can be reproduced an indefinite number of times from these.”[footnoteRef:11]  This arguably influences the populace into collective realities manipulated by those in charge of media output.  He is saying the simulacra is actually real in and of itself.  [11:  Baudrillard.] 

An example of Baudrillard’s enigmatic approach was his claim that the 1991 Iraq war would not happen, was not happening when it was taking place and did not happen after it had finished.[footnoteRef:12]  His point, according to Guardian journalist Steven Poole, was to point out that it was “conducted as media spectacle…rehearsed as a wargame or simulation,” and that “the real violence was thoroughly overwritten by electronic narrative: by simulation.”  Very true, we are removed from the reality of the actual event by watching it as if the screen version was the event itself.  The commentary that overlays it inevitably explaining yet another version of what is occurring.  Alan How, Sociology professor, in reference to Baudrillard’s stance on the Gulf War explains that Baudrillard is not saying that media distorts reality, he is saying there is no real left to distort, just “competing rhetorics”.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Steven Poole, ‘Jean Baudrillard’, The Guardian, 7 March 2007, section World news <https://www.theguardian.com/news/2007/mar/07/guardianobituaries.france> [accessed 23 April 2020].]  [13:  Baudrillard - Ideas and Concepts <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80osUvkFIzI> [accessed 26 April 2020].] 

Screens show us drone warfare where the operator of such weapons get to sit comfortably thousands of miles away and assassinate “targets” said to be a threat.  The depiction of war in films is a removal from reality, desensitisation to the actual suffering of war victims and allows us to watch either in a detached way. Baudrillard commented on the film ‘Apocalypse Now’ writing “Film becomes war, the two united by their shared overflowing of technology”.[footnoteRef:14]  Quite what he meant is hard to fathom but one assumes that the notoriously realistic film obscures what really happened in the same way technology obscures the real effects real war.   [14:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

War, the reality of it as the Dalai Lama himself put it, “is monstrous.”[footnoteRef:15] We create movies, heroes, dramatic story lines that depict the events in paper, screen and narratives that excite the senses and entertain.  The true reality of large groups of heavily armed men directed by calculating psychopaths bent on winning at any cost is too terrible to take in.  Baudrillard’s comment, “Mass media replaces the memories and history it sought to represent”[footnoteRef:16] keeps us from learning the true cost of war and it continues.  Behind the lust for power or ideological fever, which are both imagined realities of what could be if their side wins, is the true nature of suffering, deaths, mutilation, and the many horrors that go along with war no sane person would go near.   [15:  The 14th Dalai Lama, ‘The Reality of War’, The 14th Dalai Lama (The 14th Dalai Lama, 2020), https://www.dalailama.com/ <https://www.dalailama.com/messages/world-peace/the-reality-of-war> [accessed 27 April 2020].]  [16:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

The same can be said of the starving on our screens. They arguably do little to create a sense of real people going through actual events.  Seeing people in poverty or animals depicted as being there for our entertainment or food removes us from them and creates an uneasy sense of the surreal.  Valkyrist citing Baudrillard says “we respect the inhuman less than ever before.”[footnoteRef:17]  The viewing of life through a lens, not only the lens of individual and collective conditioning which everyone is subject to but also now the constant imagery of media through film, documentary, news and all technological means of communication can only confuse reality further with potentially dire consequences.   [17:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

Computers and mobile phones, which are becoming so commonplace as to be unusual if someone does not have one, are the virtual world we can visibly see people staring into in every setting.  Even friends or couples out having dinner, taking a walk or any other seemingly social activity, it is common to see people staring into their phones ignoring others present.  This cannot but represent another reality that is preferred than the elemental one in front of us.  Walking down the street with eyes glued to their handheld screen is commonplace.  It has been reported in at least two newspapers, the Telegraph[footnoteRef:18] and the Sun Herald that blind people have been knocked over and their canes snapped by bumping into people staring into their phones.[footnoteRef:19]  This points to being lost in a screen created world. [18:  ‘Search | Daily Telegraph’ <https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/404> [accessed 25 April 2020].]  [19:  ‘Heraldsun.Com.Au | Subscribe to the Herald Sun for Exclusive Stories’ <https://www.heraldsun.com.au/subscribe/news/1/?sourceCode=HSWEB_WRE170_a_GGL&dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heraldsun.com.au%2Fnews%2Fguide-dogs-australia-study-reveals-mobile-phoneusing-walkers-bumping-into-blind-people%2Fnews-story%2Ff2a709d041ccd30d66da2aa5191b1b10&memtype=anonymous&mode=premium> [accessed 25 April 2020].] 

Our phones bombard us with super-fast updated stories, pictures, messages and all manner of media enticing us constantly from one image to another. Valkyrist says Baudrillard believed that the speed of, and the sheer amount of information delivered through our screens destroys the meaning.[footnoteRef:20]  Now even our searches and data usage are scanned and some say even our conversations are being recorded and suddenly an ad pops up from recent comments.  A spooky reality is being interwoven through screen media.  Knowing what is true is becoming ever more difficult. [20:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

Our phones with twitter, brushed multi-media images present what Baudrillard referred to as “idealized versions of ourselves” as we see beautiful pictures flashed on our virtual reality screen.[footnoteRef:21]  We read about celebrity life-styles and maybe long for them, or ideal lives that do not seem to reflect our own so we live in a dream world of chasing the unreal, imagined, desired realities that exist between our minds and phones but only loosely reflecting the real world bodies we live in. [21:  ‘Jean Baudrillard’s “Simulacra and Simulation” (Notes/Reflections)’.] 

One way of viewing hyper-reality is extreme objectification.  Sexualised images of ideal looking people and a massive porn industry speak of voyeurism, a made-up reality.  The phrase “porn addiction” is widely recognised.  One recovery website dealing with mental health issues suggests that “around 12% of all web pages are pornographic.”[footnoteRef:22]  The large scale availability of porn to just about anyone via the internet, which means there must be a market for it, must heavily influence attitudes of users understanding of reality and behaviour. [22:  ‘Porn Statistics’, The Recovery Village, 2019 <https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/process-addiction/porn-addiction/related/pornography-statistics/> [accessed 27 April 2020].] 

Professor Alan How states that Baudriallard’s view that the “real and the fictional have collapsed into each other is quite misleading”.[footnoteRef:23]  He uses the example of soap star Deidre Barlow being imprisoned in the television show Coronation Street. Posters at a football match appeared saying “free Deidre Barlow”. How suggests the humour only works because people know the difference between what is real and what is fictional. [footnoteRef:24]  It is likely that Baudrillard’s argument is a bit more sophisticated than that.  Certain obvious layers can be understood of course, but it likely obscures the deeper hypnosis occurring as we progress more into virtual worlds. [23:  Baudrillard - Ideas and Concepts.]  [24:  Baudrillard - Ideas and Concepts.] 

Media through screens, phones, television, computer and phones create a pixel reality that creates mental associations, imaginary realities to the point where most people spend more time in this created visual reality than the actual reality of being inside a body with five senses and perception of real-time events.  As an example, discussing Baudrillard theory of hyper-reality, philosophy teacher Rick Roderick says children are more emotionally involved with their Nintendo machines than their aunts and uncles.  Citing the example of his son who was shouting at the video game and when asked why, looked in total disbelief at his father.[footnoteRef:25]  As each generation goes by, we will likely see more this type of interaction, as young minds are totally absorbed in virtual reality. [25:  Rick Roderick on Baudrillard - Fatal Strategies [Full Length] <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2U9WMftV40c> [accessed 26 April 2020].] 

Who and what one is, by natures design, if given the correct environment, is healthy, complete, whole, self-healing and self-sustaining.  Yet the carrot of celebrity beauty and fame, the desire created by media advertising in too many ways to imagine, creates a multi-layered inferiority complex.  Those failing to either find their true passion and decent financial reward in work, live up to their ideal self-image or find their ideal other (if such a one exists), must live in perpetual dissatisfaction.  The extent of the absurdity of the predicament is summed up by Rubyz in ‘A Basic Understanding of Baudrillard’s Theory’, “There is no longer a real being represented.[footnoteRef:26]  What ideal are we really aiming for and if it has any basis on a real possibility is a question that needs to be asked. [26:  RubyZ, ‘A Basic Understanding to Baudrillard’s Theory’, Medium, 2017 <https://medium.com/@ruiqianz/a-basic-understanding-to-baudrillards-theory-aa0349eb1fe7> [accessed 23 April 2020].] 

On this planet we have all we could possibly need to create paradise.  If nature and her cycles are actual reality, working with not against her makes sense.  Creating an abstract reality that removes us further from that which creates, sustains and ultimately recycles us back into her can only lead to disassociation, which allows for brutality to the earth and its inhabitants.
It is terribly sad, with the increase of information, the idealised role models of how we should strive to be are virtually unattainable.  The rat-race of attempting to acquire wealth and status, the promotion of leisure and entertainment as a preferred way of spending time over meaningful work devalues the joy of the simple life.  These values promote dissatisfaction with oneself, what one currently has and leads us away from the mining and cultivating of our very own gifts.  These gifts require a certain stability and contentment to bring to manifestation.  We are encouraged to continually look to the future, to wish for something other than what we have, to be something other than we are, and compare our lives with rich, beautiful and famous individuals.  If we study closely these ideal individuals, often they are products presented for consumption and likely bare little comparison to the real people they actually are.  Mental decline in the populace is the inevitable result in a world that seeks to create continuous dissatisfaction as a means to sell products that ultimately destroy the very environment we depend on and are born of.  
We have created a society where the simplicity of moment to moment existence is generally so unsatisfactory almost everyone reaches for some form of distraction in the form of food, entertainment, sex or conversation and just about anything is available on a hand held screen.  The natural condition of any animal must be content otherwise nature would be perverse.  It must therefore be that we have created unnatural conditions and therefore deviated from nature so that continually wanting something other than what is here and now is commonplace.
We are in fact a species at war with reality.  This moving away from the original unadulterated reality toward ever more complex media simulations can only confirm Baudriallard’s theory and his statement, “The simulacrum is real”[footnoteRef:27].   The simulacrum appears to be wanted more than that which it originally represented, life in all its rich diversity.  [27:  Baudrillard.] 
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