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Question 4:
“In societies where modern conditions of productions prevail, life is presented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation.”
 - Guy Debord, 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Guy Debord contends that the ‘reality’ of our perceived negotiations with the mediated world has been replaced by the “spectacle” – image has replaced substance.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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The quote from the question was lifted from the first section of The Society of the Spectacle (Guy Debord, 1967)[1] in which Debord introduces the concept of the “Spectacle”. It mimics the start of Das Kapital (Karl Marx, 1867)[2] which begins with “The wealth of these societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails presents itself as “an immense accumulation of commodities””. He was speaking of consumerism negatively as he was against it so much that he became the founder of Marxism[3], which is a method of socioeconomic analysis said to be one of the inspirations of Communism. This suggests that Debord’s ‘spectacle’ is politically rooted and ties in with the concept of consumerism. In fact, this ‘spectacle’ is a reality or environment where appearances and simplified images are more prevalent than truth and so are communicated to society to promote, not just commodities, but ideologies. This essay will study how visual artists have used lens based mediums to comment on and critique the reality of Debord’s “Spectacle” in our modern political environment. This will be achieved by looking at the modern political environment and identifying the presence of the Spectacle. The examples selected relate to western politicians selling their created character as opposed to a manifesto of policies, western politicians selling an appearance to cover their lies, and finally, how in North Korea, image has replaced substance.

In modern western democracies, the theory of the spectacle is very much evidenced in political campaigning. Politicians are selling us an appearance instead of selling us a manifesto. Election campaigns have become focused more on the created character of the individual running, rather than of the intricate details of the policies they wish to enforce. For example, in the 2017 general election, Theresa May’s main point was of being a strong and stable leader (as shown in Figure 1). This became the main focus of the entire campaign rather than promoting a manifesto, a plan of action, or a key policy. If you look at the policies from May’s election campaign manifesto[4], then it becomes apparent that while “strong and stable” is the focus point of the campaign, you’re not just voting for a leader but you are voting for a lot of policies as well. However, in our society of the spectacle, image has replaced substance and so the image of our leader has become more important to society than the substance of their manifesto. Debord states there is a “decline of being into having, and having into merely appearing”. This concept is predominant in the example of the 2017 general election. It perfectly illustrates how in our current political environment, leaders need not be exceptional. Neither, in turn, must they have an exceptional manifesto. They must merely appear exceptional to public eye. This theory can also be applied to other western politicians. For example, Obama’s campaign poster from the 2008 presidential elections in the United States. The iconic “hope” poster, shown in figure 2, was designed by Shepard Fairey has become, arguably, one of the most widely known electoral posters ever. It is a picture of Barack Obama’s face in the colours of the American flag which also happens to include the colour blue for the Democrats and red for the Republicans. At the bottom it reads “hope”. The word “hope” accompanied by Obama looking upwards and the colours of both parties suggests that if people vote for him as president then he will bring people together and bring hope. Again here, image has replaced substance with this campaign poster symbolizing the entire campaign. That year, the Democrats weren’t voted in because of any one stand out policy, but because of the appearance this image created. Obama became seen as simply being “hope”. This truly proves that modern politics has “receded into representation”, particularly in modern, western electoral campaigns.



Still observing modern western politics, we can look at how our society of the Spectacle doesn’t care much about the complexity of reality, but only seems to respond to simplified images. Images and appearance have become more important to us than reality and truth. We can especially see this in an example using Nigel Farage[5]. Farage is British politician whom became the head of UKIP (the United Kingdom Independence Party) and then left to become the leader of the Brexit (Britain’s exit [from the European Union]) party. In 2016 he was the figurehead of the Brexit Campaign and he has since become the head of the Brexit party. In 2016, Nigel Farage unveiled a new poster for the Brexit Campaign which was being led by Boris Johnson (our current Prime Minister). Farage’s poster as shown in Figure 3 is called “Breaking Point” and uses the argument that Britain no longer has control over it’s borders as an argument to leave the European Union. It shows a line of refugees stretching off out of frame and features a big red title saying “BREAKING POINT” with the subheading “The EU has failed us all”. The bottom reads “We must break free of the EU and take back control of our borders”. On the right is says “Leave the European Union on 23rd June”. It got a range of responses from society ranging from unfaltering support to angry backlash from people whom believed it to be racist. Belgium MEP (Member of the European Parliament) Guy Verhofstadt[6] even went as far as to compare the image to “Nazi propaganda”[7]. Figure 4 shows the piece of Nazi propaganda which went viral when compared to Farage’s Brexit propaganda. The resemblance is striking. It was then found that in Farage’s poster (Figure 3), the photograph wasn’t even of immigrants making their way into Britain, but rather of migrants travelling across the border between Croatia and Slovenia in 2015[8]. Not only this, but the only white person in the image had been concealed by text. Despite this, Farage’s poster appeared to have worked as Brexit won a majority vote in Parliament later that month[9]. Therefore  Nigel Farage’s lie and the misleading poster that not only reflected Nazi propaganda, but used false images of Farage’s so-called “immigrants” worked on voters, proving that our society of the Spectacle really doesn’t seem to care about the complexity of reality, only about simplified images. The fact that Farage managed to successfully use an image to create a false image of reality and sold this falsified ideology to society the way one would sell a commodity. This is also prominent in Donald Trump’s[10] campaign in the 2016 Presidential election. In this election, Trump had a slogan which he used much like Theresa May’s “Strong and Stable” shown in Figure 1. Trump’s campaign slogan was “Make America Great Again” and is shown in Figure 5. It achieved the same as Theresa May’s “strong and Stable” slogan in the sense that the appearance of making America great again was more important to the society of the Spectacle than actually having a viable plan to do this. It is too ambiguous to be a policy of Trump’s but seemed so much like a promise that people started to receive it as though it were a policy. It was clever enough to look as though there was a plan to correct perceived faults in the current system while keeping true to The United States’ patriotic beliefs by saying ‘yes, we were a great country once but new systems have destroyed us and I will correct this’. Trump had cleverly sold his created character rather than his manifesto as May and Obama had also done, but he also successfully managed to use an image to create a false appearance of reality and sold this falsified ideology to society in the same way Nigel Farage achieved it. He concealed his lies and became president through maintaining a well built image. He successfully convinced the majority of the American people that he was the best leader for their country  by showing them that he was a competent, capable, successful business man. If you look at Figure 6 and Figure 7 you can see that between his days as a business man and reality TV star and his days as a presidential electoral candidate he effectively kept the same look. The staple black suit and red tie gave him an iconic look that all of America could instantly recognise. Classic, professional, iconic. He fought so hard to remain appearing as the business man he is; potentially because ‘Donald Trump, President’ seemed too far fetched and unpromising but ‘Donald Trump, Business Man, now running the country’, however, seems like a great idea. Who better to run a country than a man running a hugely successful business? Never having been too involved in politics, it is safe to say that before 2016, Trump had never been a politician. Therefore, the lie he was selling to society was that he could be one. People's awareness of this fact was redirected and impressively, changed simply by this image he has sold us. Yet again, another successful sale of a falsified ideology through simplified images.

It is not just Western Democracy that resembles the Society of The Spectacle. Surprisingly, communist rulers also successfully deploy these consumerist based techniques. Although it is worth noting that North Korea defines itself as a self reliant socialist state, not communist. The most current example being Kim Jong-Un (The Supreme Leader of North Korea)’s most recent trip up Mount Peaktu traveling, once again, on white horse back[11] as shown in figure 8. It is understood that this is a very symbolic action to take. Kim Jong-Un has taken this trip multiple times before and it always proceeds big news for his country such as a change in policies. Mount Peaktu is a very symbolic and important place for North Korea as well as their Supreme Leader[12]. It is not just an active stratovolcano but is rumored to be the birthplace of Kim Jong-Un’s father and a military base belonging to his father. It is also a destination spoken of in Korean folklore and is largely thought of as a very sacred place[13]. Legend dictates it had been the place of birth of the founder of the first Korean Kingdom by the name of Gojoseon. His name was declared to be “Dangun” and he was said to be the grandson of Heaven. It is such a worshipped place that it has repeatedly been used as propaganda to support government projects. This is no different. Using a trip up the mountain as a symbol of a change, Kim Jong-Un is praying on his people’s beliefs to encourage support for his rulings. The governments work there has, as Debord suspected, “receded into representation”. In The Society of The Spectacle”, Guy Debord also states that “the spectacle is not a collection of images, rather, it is a social relation among people, mediated by images”. In the example of North Korea under Kim Jong-Un’s rule, it is evident that the spectacle is present in the images mediating social relations between the Supreme Leader and the people over whom he rules. These social relations are in the context of control between the ruler and subjects. The horse also plays a part in this propaganda. The horse is known as Mallima and also appears in Korean mythology. It was a horse that could travel at impossibly high speeds and could cover 400km a day. The “speed of Mallima” is a quote used a lot in Korean propaganda in order to increase the speed of workers. By riding to the top of Mount Peaktu on the back of a white horse, Kim Jong-Un is continuing this belief based propaganda and successfully replacing substance with image. Simplified images loaded with symbolism are more effective at passing on subliminal messages that complex details of reality.

In conclusion, I do believe that image has replaced substance in our current society. Looking at Theresa May and Barack Obama’s electoral campaigns, it appears obvious that western politicians do in fact sell their created characters to potential voters. These created characters are used to cover the necessity  of selling society a manifesto, policies or a plan of action through simplified images in the mediated world as well as hiding undesirable information or characteristics. The substance of their campaigns have been reduced into and replaced by simplified images and slogans. When observing Nigel Farage’s “Breaking Point” Brexit campaign poster and Donald Trump’s efforts to keep up business man appearances throughout the 2016 presidential election, we can see that western politicians do indeed sell an appearance, an image to cover and distract from their lies. The substance of their lies have become replaced by the image of their carefully designed appearance. Finally, Kim Jong-Un, Supreme Leader of North Korea, proves to us that image has replaced substance. It proves this through the evidence that propaganda images are powerful enough to persuade a nation to follow you, as well as the evident success of playing upon religious mythology and cultural superstition rather than showing people truthful information. Debord’s insights into the “Spectacle” remain relevant today, at least in the context of our current political environment. Image has indeed replaced substance and how we relate to the mediated world has indeed been replaced by the Spectacle. As I have illustrated evidence of this in both right wing and left wing politics through this essay then I think it’s fair to say that it is my opinion that we shall continue to live in this “Spectacle” for many years to come. Society has become irreversibly damaged with no foreseeable way out. While I am not a believer in Marxism, I do believe in Guy Debord’s response to Marx’s Das Kapital. We are The Society of The Spectacle.
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