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Essay responding to Question four:

“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Guy Debord contends that the ‘reality’ of our perceived negotiation with the mediated world has been replaced by ‘The Spectacle’ – image has replaced substance.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 medium to comment on and critique this reality?
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This essay will explore Guy Debord’s theory of the spectacle and false reality, which is supported by other thinkers such as French Philosopher Louis Althusser of ideology control. Additionally, it seeks to investigate how the spectacle exists through scholars like Briziarelli and Armano’s evaluations. The essay will aim to incorporate, significant movements, and thinkers who have explored how photography has been manipulate into being used as part of the false narratives. Lastly the examples used throughout the essay will be based around the narratives presented within newspapers, to explore if they are what fuels the spectacle.
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Description automatically generated]	To begin, Debord’s theory needs to be outlined, and  he argued that the ‘spectacle’ is the contemporary state that humanity lives in. Therefore, instead of an arbitrary hostility, Deboard (1997) defined the spectacle as a separation between reality and representation. He is claiming that society is not at war with itself, but that humanity has become addicted to a rendering of reality rather than the living in the moment. A clear example can be seen in the Mona Lisa painting held at the Louvre Museum in France. Since it is shown on gift products such as clothing, keychains, and stationery, (fig.1), many individuals believe they know how the painting appears and what it is about, without having to visit it physically. The indicated notion  is  that people do not need to view the ‘actual’ entity and that the representation is good enough for them to understand it. This supports Debord’s notion of reality, as individuals now trust the representation rather than trying to investigate the reality, favouring the constructed truth. However, Debord argues that this is not something to be trusted and that the spectacle is a constructed reality. Applying this to Fig.1 not all the items for sale are a true representation of the Mona Lisa, some have been modified to portray a specific meaning, such as the face mask seen in second row tile two. Without the back story one might be led to believe that this is the original Mona Lisa. Therefore, Debord argues that society no longer lives in the ‘now’ but in its representation.[bookmark: _Toc121995710]Figure 1, Mona Lisa gifts available (Redbubble, n.d) 

[image: Guy Debord 1957: Psychogeographic guide of Paris]	One interpretation of his theory was Debord himself who fore fathered the situationist international movement, to try to eliminate art being used as a manipulative medium for carrying the representational cycle. The Art story (2020) highlighted that the movement acknowledged the cultural and political forces on society and through  art tried to make others aware of them too. Key works of this era was the Psychogeography, which Knabb (2006) described as derive as ‘a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiences…constructive behaviour an awareness of psycho geographical effects…’. This demonstrates how psychogeography is a practise in which  individuals make a conscious effort to be aware of their inner self and how it effects their perspective of the world around them, rather than allowing hierarchal systems such as politics/media platforms to control their view of the world. Fig.2 is a psychogeography map, where the map of Paris is cut up into different areas with the red arrows indicating routes taken. Debord created these as visual illustration of his intentional practice,  where he acknowledged that there where places he was more drawn to than others through his own personal desire, perceiving’s  and emotions and not what he was told to be the best or not areas of Paris. Overall, this links to Debord’s theory of the spectacle, as this movement is trying to ensure individuals do not just ‘consume’ the world but are intentionally within it and are mindful to be living, rather than going off a perceived notion. The psychogeography practice is a purpose concept to being more intentional rather than just following what is given to them, a way to free from a perceived reality to actual reality.[bookmark: _Toc121995711]Figure 2, Psychogeography guide of Paris (Imagery museum 2004)

To further elaborate the concept that photography was being used in a manipulative manner, Colberg (2015) wrote an article on responsibility and truth in photography. To summarise  this explores the concept that photography is argued to being the sole truth, because of the mechanical elements within it, falsely alluring individuals into believing this is a truth source. Ultimately this  shows how cameras are a machine, so it leads to one believing that the photograph cannot not be the truth, because the system has curated this idea that humans curate errors but that when a machine is involved everything around it is perfect with no flaws. Furthermore, Colberg (2015) argues that of course photographs do not fabricate the truth, but that they only tell the truth the curator wants. Therefore, the argument here is that photography is an art form, that cameras do capture what is exactly in front of them, but just like a painter who uses tools to curate a painting,  one uses a camera in a similar capacity. Overall, this argument states that photography cannot be used as a factual entity, but just like a canvas and paints it is a tool, to merely convey the minds eye. Both the movement and this theory presented,  can be argued to be highlighting how one needs not to be blinded by the mechanics truthfulness, but that the curator has an ability to manipulate the message conveyed. As a result, photography has been manipulated into being seen as factual, however this is exactly  what the spectacle intends- for an individual to believe in the mechanics so that they fall for the representation rather than the truth. This paragraph summarises that for the spectacle to be accepted, it must function in a subtle, simplistic manner, to carry out its mission of making life a series of representational images rather than ‘reality’.
Extending from Debord’s theory afore mention, Briziarelli and Armano (2017), discussed how the digital era conforms to the representational cycle and feeds the false reality. They argue that the spectacle has become the truth, that all the information that individuals receive is a representation of what occurred, as it is broadcasted by medias, often biased. This idea suggests that the spectacle’s control was  not something that was forced upon society suddenly, but slowly,  put forth as a benefit rather than a concern. Therefore, the spectacle might be presented as a benefit making it harder to be removed, and that the digital era enforces it and may even be a by-produce of it. This links back to the society of the spectacle, Debord (1997) states ‘The spectacle is tautological, for the simple reason that its means and its ends are identical’. Here he is arguing that the only way for the spectacle to  be removed is the same way as it came in. Therefore, the spectacle came in slowly as identified by Briziarelli and Armano (2017) as a benefit, thus the spectacle needs to be removed in unforceful way, through highlighting the negativity, but allowing society to grasp onto a new concept otherwise there is room for a collapse. Overall, it is argued that the spectacle addresses that society lives in a post reality state, that is sold as a benefit, and that for it to continue the digital era was curated, and that without this and the idea that is flawless the system fails.  
An example of what was argued in the previous paragraph is in Jean Baudrillard’s series of article called ‘the gulf war did not take place’ (1995), argues the that all the information that is receive is through representation of the event. Baudrillard showcases that everything that was documented of the Gulf War was through newspapers, tailored showing, and as most civilians were not there, they had no way of questioning the validity of the information and thus had no discernible way of knowing if it was factual, but that they still took it as the truth. In this instance, the claim is that for the spectacle to have power, the need for by-systems like media, are used to reinforce the control, and that in this case stereotypical ‘war photographs’ and headlines stating who was to blame by the destruction, ensures that the individuals believe the spectacles version of reality, rather than allowing individuals to formulate their own, which would break the spectacles power. Baudrillard is not arguing that it did not happen at all, but that it may not have happened exactly the way the newspaper portrayed it. Consequently, post-event narratives convey an inaccurate representation of the situation to individuals, which is related to Debord's idea of a fake reality since the media outlets is designed in a way to support the notion of not living in the moment but in the representation. 
[bookmark: _Toc121239715][image: A picture containing text, mollusk

Description automatically generated]To extend this idea that media and the digital era is the fuel to the spectacle, artists Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin, did a war piece called The day nobody died (fig.3). The artists intentions were to gain access to the war, to provide a different narrative to what was being told within the constructed media feeds.  They stated in an interview with Mazria-Katz (2015) that to gain access to the war zones they had to pretend to be photojournalists with cameras. This might be likely not due to the dangers of the war itself, but the danger that these artists could break the validity of the spectacle, by them showing that not every day of the war is full of suffering as previously shown in the media but that there are ‘rest-days’ entailing strategical power battles between the fighting countries. It is clearly seen that the intention of this work was to present that the media often tell a fabricated story of events of behalf of the spectacle. Broomberg and Chanarin (2017) stated ‘...a profound critique of conflict photography in the age of embedded photojournalism’. This line is clearly pointing out the artists did not want to tell another story as seen in the news, but to provide an alternative narrative to the situation, to allow others the opportunity to decide the truth, rather than being told it. Linking back to Debord’s theory of reality, these artists undermine the spectacle because they are allowing room for their own opinion as well as providing other individuals to form the idea of the reality. However, for the fabricated reality to work the spectacle needs full control over the narratives and opinions, thus by offering an alternative narrative it breaks the spectacle. Therefore, the digital era was curated to allow it to have control over the narratives. In this instance, the artists were providing a powerful opening into seeing Debord’s theory in a tangible and more palatable way. [bookmark: _Toc121995712]Figure 3, The day nobody died, (Art Basel, 2020) 

The idea that there is a spectacle is something that has been noted in similar ways by other thinkers, one of such is French Philosopher Louis Althusser. Instead of the theory being about a spectacle, Althusser used the notion of ideology of control to share that modern living is no long in the present moment but that everything is a series of representational images. To summaries, Althusser (2014), argued that for a society to work it is necessary to ensure the laws and ideologies are as a given, regardless of any individual beliefs, as well as a production of an exact copy of the skills required to make it function. Throughout the book he makes the point that society cannot simply function but must sustain itself through subtly reinforcing the necessary ideologies and laws. To understand this concept,  University of Central Florida (2022) uses the example of students who have been taught that when someone is teaching them, they must look at them, pay attention and make notes. This is a useful illustration of an ideology that is taught, since it is not an innate instinct for humans to sit and make notes of what someone else is saying. Thus, systems like social media and schools are obvious non evasive constructions that fuel the ideology and laws for society to exist in its current state. Consequently, Althusser’s theory is comparable to Debord, in that he discusses how society must sustain itself for the system to continue as it is.  The difference is that he uses the notion that there needs to be a set of clear ideologies for the control to be functionable, that is spread out to every main structure like schools, and media to convey it authority. Without this, Althusser also argues that reality would be presented, and that society would no longer live in a representational cycle.
[image: Alexandra Bell, A Teenager with Promise, 2017. Photo by Alexandra Bell.] Finally, artist Alexandra Bell provides another evidence of how media fuel the spectacle or ideology loop. Catchlight (2019) summarised Bell as ‘a multidisciplinary artist who investigates the complexities of narrative, information consumption, and perception’. This line is fundamental to understanding Bell's work, for she takes pre-existing newspaper articles and reform them into what the narrative should be told and not what was presented, as she found often the news told a fabricated truth. Her work is not just placed on the internet but she try’s make it unmissable by placing them in the streets for everyone to acknowledge. Fig.4 is a work that she did based on a report in New York times of a school aged boy who was shot in Furguson protests, in 2014. Navas (2017) summarised fig.4 as Bell trying to challenge the coverage of a mischievous schoolboy, to a narrative of what the communities really saw (a hard working member of society who stood up for his beliefs). This example of Bell's work shows how she tries to offer the true narrative of what happened rather than what the news wanted other people to believe. In this example she is highlighting that the newspaper called the worked ‘He was no angel’, to try and defer the blame from the officer who killed him. Bell wanted to put the true narrative forward the narrative to be unbiased and fair- what should have been told. Bell, artwork, is trying to change how news organisations write their stories because she thinks they are making people believe only one narrative. This ties back into the notion of a constructed reality, as many theorist throughout this essay are highlighting how the news are part of the fabrication of the true reality, and they encourage the notion of a spectacle or ideology control.[bookmark: _Toc121995713]Figure 4, A teenager with promise (Trouillot,2017)

To conclude the essay was based around the idea of Debord’s theory of a spectacle, whereby society functions through a representation of images of reality rather than it being in the moment. This notion was also identified  in Althusser’s theory of ideology control, to which he among Briziarelli and Armano, stated that systems such as school and media outlets were fuelling these notions and that without their coverage of specific representations the systems would fail. Lastly artists Bell, Broomberg and Chanarin were showcased as examples of contemporary individuals who were trying to rebel against these control fabrication narratives through their practices. 
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