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Performance of Contemporaty Thought: Jean Baudrillard

Introduction & Interpretation (1)

NABAE Kazuhide

Abstract

This is the first half of an attempt to draw a critical portrait of the French sociologist and philosopher, Jean
Baudrillard (1929-2007).

A chronological overview of his major works shows that Baudrillard has undergone three stages of
development in his career as a contemporary thinker.

Periods Key Words Trends of Thought
1. 1960s-late 1970s Signs Semiology
2. Early 1980s-late 1980s Others Postmodernism
3. 1990s-2000s Incidents Game

This paper aims to highlight the shift Baudrillard has made from the first to the second phases. In this
transition, he has turned his academic interest from a semiological analysis of consumption in postindustrial
societies to a postmodern inquiry concerning the loss of grand narratives, such as the real and the unreal.

In preparation for further discussion, Baudrillard sorts the historical development of simulacra into three
phases as shown below. Having illustrated the first and second phases with examples like automaton and robot,
he then accentuates the significance of the third phase, as exemplified by Disneyland.

Phases Periods Value Systems
1 Counterfeit Renaissance to Industrial Revolution Nature
2 Mass Production From Industrial Revolution Products
3 Simulation Modern Times Structure

Disneyland is a representative of the third phase of simulation, as Baudrillard argues, not because it copies the
original as perfectly as if it were to replace “real” America, but because it is designed to conceal the fact that
America is no longer real. The same can be said about the hyperreal effects of the Vietnam War Francis
Coppola waged in Apocalypse Now, for the Vietnam War, as Baudrillard asserts, perhaps never happened “in
itself.” Furthermore, he continues, the evolution of hyperreal simulation has found its ideal forms in
“hypermarket and hypercommodity” and “the implosion of meaning in media.” Having made his way well into
the postmodern stage, Baudrillard claims that a hyperreal world begins where the interaction of the real and the
unreal ends, and that beyond the realm of meaning lies no more hope for meaning but an enchanted form of
non-sense, namely, seduction.
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