The following panel discussion was held at White Columns,
New York, on January 25, 1987. The participants were:

Judith Barry = mults-media artise
Peter Halley - artist and theorist
Willtam Qlander - curator
Sulte Wachrel - artist
Oliver Wasow - artist and gallery owner

The discussion was moderated by Group Materal.

Doug Ashford and Julte Ault were present for Group Material,
Time Rollins could mot be present. This text was edited by
Group Material and Bill Arming, director of White Columns.

GROUP MATERIAL  We organized this disoussion because  like 1o have mote of a serse of what Group Matcrmal’s
we wand 10 specifically imnform the exlubition, Remitarce  posineon is.

[Am Bawatrliara) GROUP MATERIAL  Rextitamce (Amir Bawadrillard) s offer-
In the past for varous rexsons our shows have been ing alternanives 1o what Group Material socs as the pee-
meundertood. We wanted this show 1o have 3 scare- sent use and abuse of the writings of Baudrillard. Our
ment of text. Instead of it being singulas, just from us,  position i complicated. On the whale we find ourselves

we wanted o create a dialogue that would show dif- opposed to Baudrillard's work because we see it further

ferent sades of whar we are EryEng o di. duatrming the idea of culture a3 3 site of contestation |

punimn Ak Coubd vou talk abour the mile? 1I'd reistance. Henoe the title of the thow, Most of our op-
110

File Magazine, #28, 1987



Position fomains a3 3 serics of questions.

We scc a series of recent developments in the areworld
where works are labelled as eritical which we daa't feel
function crtically. In our wotk we have been EFYENE 10
establah methods of working with culture, either within
the cultural industey o oumssde of it, which we feel
really afe fessstant 1o dominant systems.

We see Baudnillard. even though there are things in the
writing that we have used, a5 becoming part of thas
complicsty of the *“anwork'. The show is really a
queston.

DLVER WASOW At one point Group Marerial mention.
ed to me thar Anti-Baudrllard in some ways comes ou
of the passage in Sisvsdstions where Baudrillard talks of
anti-theatee proving theatre and anti-an proving are.
WiLLIAM OLANDER  The point that Basdrillard does o
necessanly view culture @ 2 possible site of any kind of
resistance © worth discusing,

GROUPF MATERIAL - What & the appeal of Bawdrillard
that has grven him his recent place within art institu-
ions, ie. the art poumal, the gallery and curatorship?
PETER HALLEY  Let me suggest thar we divide thar inte
two questions: what we see as the real contribution,
and what we see as the sympeomatic situation where
Baudrillard fills 2 need. Both these things are godng on,

- : & e

and there are issues which are valid in both arcas.
Without seeming o be unaware of the SYMOmALG
msues, let me ury to address Baudriflard's contribution
because | believe there has been one. | think there i
pood reason o believe dhar e capitalizm of poit.
industriclism, whatever the current state of economical-
cultural development might be called., is in facr 3 cif-
cular system that has become detached from any sort of
absolute, pamicularly that which used to be called
nature. In thes way Baudnllard can be scen perhaps as a
culmination of the enquiry begun by Nictzsche in the
last cenury. IF this is the case | think Baudrillard's work
B imporant and can constitune the basis of & contribu-
wion i the real world,

Surely Baudrillard & removed from ooncepes of
resistane. The idea of resistance i predicated on the
idea of realiy. If Baudrillard’s contribution is 1o put
it doube the idea of absolute social reality and then
the possrbility of ressstance to it, we may find ourselves
in 3 more difficult siruation vis-a-vis the social, B
perhaps an accwrare appraisal of this situation is the firg
SICp WY PERCLINE b0 e,

JULIE WACHTEL [t scems that one of the dynamics of
Baudrillard's writing = the notion of cxtenionity — of a

social reality that it 2 constantly FEECICTAlING Wmage.

1
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What an absurdity it is to pretend that men are “other”, to try to con-
vince them that their deepest desire is to become “themselves” again!
Each man is totally there ot each instant. Society is alse there at each
instant. Courderoy, the Luddites, Rimbaud, the Communards, the peo-
ple of the savage strikes, those of May 1968 — in every case the
revolution does not speack indirectly; they are the revelution, not con-
cepts in transit. Their speech is symbolic and it does not aim at an
essence. In these instances, there is speech before history, before
politics, before truth, speech before the separation and the future
totality. He is truly o revolutionary who speaks of the werld as nen-
seporated.
—Jean Baudrillard, The Mirror of Production,
5t. Louis, 1975
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This makes problematic the notion of a subjeciive relation
to this social object both in terms of resistance s well as
idenedficarion

JULE WACHTEL [t scems thar onc of the dynamics of
Baudnllard's writing is the notion of exteriority — of a
social reality that is a constamtly regencrating image.
This makes problemanic the nogon of 2 anective relation
vo ths social obgecs both in verms of resivtance as well as
sdentification.

GROUP MATERIAL  Baudrillard's early project was a very
concrete onticism of Manst inseitutions. To get w0
caught up in political economy was 10 give into
capitalism and that we had 1o book elsewhere. Where,
he never really sad.

OUVER WAsOW  I'm very interested in the sympromatic
contribution or place Baudrillard has within the art in-
stitutions which | think & analogous to McLuhan in the
sxtaes. There was a picce recenely, “Simulations™ in Arr
News. It seemed the beginning of the end if not the
end of thar symprom. whereby it becomes thar you
don’t really have w read ir, if you know the phrase.
Whar happens is thar you have artists building anmwork
around the text or around ane aspect of the tex rather
than relating the arntwork o it. It son of becomes
something 1o live up to.

GROUP MATERIAL S0 by working around the ext, by
being sympromatic they're ignoting the soial conse-
quences of Baudnillard s work,

OLIVER WASOW O that aspece of the writing which
addresses the social,

WILLIAM OLANDER  There 15 no question thar the an
community has simplified certain ideas. The more com-
plex issues like a post-Marcist analysis of wse value and
exchange value, have been dropped out. And Baudril.
lard himself has been partly responsible for this, an heast
recently. by focusing on that key word, **Simulation'”.
Thas notion in its global significance definitely
problematizes the notion of resistance. This i what the
artwotld has focused on. | don't know if any of us are
equipped 1o foous on the political iswes thar Baudrillard
certainly has discwssed in the past.

GROUF MATERIAL  We disagree. There 5 culture thar
we experience on a day o day level as resissant. Iy is
culture thar docsn’t take pam in the dominant culiural
industey. One of the ironies of Baudrillasd is that this
sb-culiure is one of the things that got him starred on
his project in the first place, and his texts are now being
used 10 supress thar sub-cubture. When he wrote The
Merror of Production he pointed 1o classical lefiiss
analysis, cubtural: Frankfun School, politically: Gramsci.
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Insofar as the market for paintings is specifically concerned, it may be
said that it is the appropriation of the paintings as signs which acts as
a factor of legitimation of economic and social power. But that gets us
almost nowhere. We are still within the political vulgate: culture an-
nexed and monipulated by the dominant class. The same is said of
“needs”, "consumption”, leisure or sex.... But where do these signs
originate? Are they already inherent in things, in o social noture, so
that it is enough to forcibly appropriate them? Magical vision. And
how can signs or myths be articuloted upen an objective social and
economic condition, in order to confuse its meaning? There is little use
in appealing to the “consciousness” argument! Moreover, why would
the dominant class have need of culture if the economic is truly the
determining instance?
—Jean Baudrillard, For a Critique
of the Political Economy of the Sign,
5t. Louis, 1981

114

File Magazine, #28, 1987



Both left our the posubility for viewing the public con-
sopousness ai something that could make wocialism mode
concurreni with people’s evervday expericnce. Thate just
got bost.

JULIE WACHTEL  In [w tbe Shadow of the Silens
Masoraies the only notion of resitande i temronsm which
i described as apolitical. It is metaphotical for his
notions of imphosion, as opposed to politics functioning
in an cxplosive way on some sore of political scene. It i
an apolitical notkon of ressstance,

Ui BARRY  One thing that be did do thar was
interesting was to take up what was left over in the
wistings of the Frankfurt school and problemarize
questions about the masses. | see in the artworld now, a
war between the Frankfurt oricnted people and those
aligned with the Fronch and Baudnillard. Basdnlkard's
use value in the arrworld seems to be that he has gven
people 3 wedge into mass culture that postdates Beeche,
who was the the last person that the Frankfun socio-
logical poople quote, He was trying o go beyond
McLuhansm which no one takes very senously anymone,
at beast philosophically.

oLVER waspw [t depends what you mean by
seriously.

uiTH BARRY  He's 3 prerty hard guy o build an

argument on. As a cnitec it 5 difficult to make a logical
argument wiing Mcluhan and it o getting hard 1o dao
that using Baudrillard as well. I think Baudrillard has
had a real irmpact. When | first starced reading him |
was ieal excited thar here was someone who was not
from the thimies wiating abour mass culare. Laver | was

completely disappointed...ic's like a bad love affasr

GROUP MATERIAL s it because the laver works can't be
wsed ¥
JuniThl BARRY  Semewhar, The French have the

concept of language as being real that we don't have; of
things happening through language and residing in the
language, 5o that language has 3 macenial realicy.
PETER HALLEY  Late Baudalland has diawn me back
mnio Situanionaliem which [ think prabably i3 the woutce
for his later work. Sinuatonalism s the only poligecal
stance that makes any sense to me 1n a media domi.
nated woeld. Do you react to thar?

JunimH BARRY Yoz, | thank things have changed simwe
the Simuationahses” propect. | think their texts are woth
PE-CRAMIMARE.

For me, onc of the appeaks of Baudrilkard's kaer books &
thar they were easy to read, you could read them on the
subeway,

JULE WACHTEL 13 like poetry.. very beautifull writing.
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It makes perfect sense to me that the great masses, very snobbishly,
delegate to the class of intellectuals, of politicians, this business of
managing. of choosing, of knowing what one wants. They are joyously
dumping all those burdensome categories that no-one, deep down in-
side, really wants any part of. That people want to be told what they
want is certainly not true: it is not clear either that they really
want to know what they want, or that they desire to want ot all. The
whole edifice of socialism is based on that assumption, They start
from the fact that this is what people ought to want, that they are
social in the sense that they are supposed to know themselves, know
what they want. | think we have pressed beyond thet point, beyond
truth, beyond reality.
—Jean Baudrillard, Forget Foucault,
New York, 1987
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CUVER WASOW  That brings up the idea of accesibility
in regards 1o the sympromarie place of Baudrillard.
GROUP MATERIAL  Why is the work 5o inaccessible?
WILLIAM GLANGER  The quention of accesnbility is
wmething people love 1o fixare on when they don't
want to deal with Bsues o idexs.

OUVER WASOW  [t's fine to make work that's informed
by Baudnllard. but when work is dependent on thar
text, of refers only 1o that text. then 1 think examining
the maucs of accessbility is valid. Particularly if the work
is offered 23 3 model of resistance.

JULIE WACHTEL [t seems also a problem o view
Baudrillard’s view as 2 woeld view. 1 think thar's &
Sersos mintake.

WILLIAM OLANTER [0 its simplified form people have
really embraced this idea and have managed 1o markes
it i any number of ways. The complexities have been
berse

GROUF MATERIAL  But s this the fault of the market or
s this becawse of the toxt or is it the way images have
been marketed around the rext?

I don’t think it is really a problem with
the an, | think it’s a problem with the instinutions thag
sutfound it. | don’t know where or wha | would point a
fimger ae, if it's the critics of the publishers o the

JULEE WACHTEL

colbecrors.. I'm not sure, Bur | think thar the
appreciation of a lot of arowork has suffered unfairly
because these name tags have been put with them in
very simplified ways.

OLIVER WASOW  1'm curious 1o hear from Peter —
almose invariably people ralk 1o me about vour work in
relation vo Baudrillard.

I've felt somewhar ambivalent abour
that because in the process of trving 1o make a theoreri-
cal statement around my work [ was very upfrom abous
the fact that | was interested in Baudrillard's writing and
I puess that's been somewhar lasched onto. | always find
myself thinking of the example of Roberr Morris who,

FETER HALLEY

when he was writing about arr, was soorerve about his
sourrces. | ofven chink it is a bit more cdlever 1o be less
forthright about what one is reading or kooking at or
whar is informing one’s thought processes.

O thing that we haven't gotien to; the world thar Lare
Baudrillard describes is certamly emphatically reproduced
in the arrworld with its emphasis on reverberant stylistic
changes and its equation of mterest with abwirac
numerscal vaboes. 1've ofien found mysell wondering
whether recent Baudrillard s not parvicularly well
matched 1o have a cozy relationship with thar workd,

JUIHTH BARRY  You mean like an alibi.
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FETER HALLEY  Perhaps s,

WILLIAM OLANDER  ...as an alsbi for the late capatalism
that we have developed and sort of accepeed.

quLee wacHTEL  There's an inevitability to the world as
Baudrillazd described ir. Thar feeds into a lot of pre-
existing cynscal feelings that people have abour the
world at this poant.
WILLEAM CHLANDER
industry i the mote suitable model. | guess that’s my
idealem. .. that the world Baudrillard might be trying 10

describe s thar world of arcifscial incelligence, the real

I think finally the entertaEment

genuine sumubation, that we in the aroworld ane in fact
not paricipaning in. [t of interest to me the way the
arrworld has attached self o thar futurencss, vet it
really docs not repeesent i

JuLIE WACHTEL [t scems anachronastie.

ovLvEr wasow  Of Utopian, perhaps Dysopean,
PETER HALLEY  Actually in Baudsnillardean terms the
artworld is a betser model than the world of mas
enecmainment. The world of mass entertainment has as
is projecred audience what might be described as still
being the masses. Bawdnillard descrabes thom as a
pecubiarly unpredictable or resilient o uncooperative lo,
wheress the artwordd i entirely made up of paricipants
in a more bourpeon of haut-bourgeos value sysem.

JuLiE wacHTEL | don’t know if Baudrillisd would
describe the mases a5 being uncooperstive as much as
inecliffetent,

PETER HALLEY Well, yes.

If you take the logic of something
yous"re deseribing and reproduce that logic i an
exccsive way, the potential i to throw it into a
frightening new reality that i posubly moee subversive
than being labeled and localized, as resistance often is,

into some ot of momentary media event. [t beoomes

JULIE WACHTEL

newtralized smseantly.
FETER HALLEY [ think that from the point of view of
resistance and disatnfaction with whar exiias, anybody
would honesily have 1o say thae a person in that posision
haos their back 1o the wall...it's not exactly going so well,
| think the issue of resistance and the ssue of subversion
has to be put aside in Favour of the Bsue of understand.-
ing, and that would be the first sep badk... of forwarnd,
oLvEr wasow | don't underuand why.

PETER HALLEY  What scenario could be creared by a
eraditionally resistant cubure o effect change, and |
don't see any senario thay would succeed, | would sce it
as resulting in reification on the part of the media and
the coonomic system.

JupiTH BARRY That's what's sad abowt Baudrilbard
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because if he really had analyzed the media like he
promised it would have been much more useful for me
personally than his poetic phase.

WILLIAM CLANDER | see the sesstance o Bawdnllasd on
the part of uraditional lefiiss because Baudrillard s so
effective at sibencing thar kind of organized resistance.
1t's very difficult 1o argue with theory thar is constantly
circular, spiralling out of control. To deal with that from
any soet of conventional activist position s almost
impoatible because it is so detached from reality and
most activism pretends wo some sont of reality.

JUDITH BARRY O specificity.

OLIVER Wasow i icems 1o me most poople while
giving wp traditional modes of resistance. esproally m
the aroworkd, forger entircly about conext. ..where the
wotk is being scen, who's secing it It all becomes very
insular and ineffectual.

JULIE WACHTEL  But has the anworld ever really been
the site of resistance?

GROUF MATERIAL  We do sce the institutions of the
arewotld as sites where ideas can be contested.

JULEE wACHTEL  But they are not resistant from an
activist point of view.

I"'m much mote comforable wath the

PETER HALLEY

word convested railvet than nesistance, thae scems a

poteneially useful concepr. If you are interested in wsing
the anworld a8 a site for contesting ASUMPEIDNS Of
ideas, perhaps creating a site of resistance, would that
then not be seen as 3 moderate project of expanding the
open mindedness of liberalization of the bourgeossic?
GROUP MATERIAL By showing certam levels of cultural
production in & gallery you legitimize the sources of
those productions. If you show posters from SWAPO
vou legitimize them as kons, as images of impoftance.
Peaple sce the sources of those things as valuable and
they try 1o figure our why they're valuable, Rich and
powerful people who go to ant shows and are exposed 10
different ideas. and then suppost condrete political
strugghes. Artits’ Call Against LS. Intefvontion in
Cenral America was basically a liberal project in that it
wsed At anstitutions in ot a very radical way ar all, bue
rassed hundreds of thousands of dollars thar were sent 10
Central Ametica and were used in much less iberad ways.
juprrH BARRY 15 the aroworld the most effective place
fior political action? Historically st hasn't been.

I think &t i acoually, on the moss
theosetical bevel, Just bevause it o addressing an

PFETER HALLEY

sudience near cerrain conters of power. If you want to
effect some sor of change, as the world & peesemly
conatitueed, | chink it's a5 good a place as any o begin.
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