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Within any attempt to understand the nature of truth and reality Jean Baudrillard 
raises a number of significant issues that need to certainly be taken into 
consideration.  
 
Firstly though I felt it was important on most a simple level I should to get an 
understanding of the terms he was using, so excuse me if this is too basic, but I 
think it is useful to attempt to put some sort of definitions in place before we start, 
at least for these key terms in his writing: Simulacra, Simulation and Hyper-
reality. 
 
Simulacra comes from the Latin simulare, "to make like, to put on an 
appearance of", originally meaning an actual object which represented something 
such as a carving of a deity. By the19th Century it come to mean just an image, 
an empty form, devoid of any kind of spirit. In Science Fiction Simulacra are 
artificial life forms that are designed to mimic the characteristics of a naturally 
occurring species.  
 
A simulation is an imitation of some real thing, or process. The act of simulating 
something generally entails representing certain key characteristics or behaviors 
of a selected physical or abstract system. 
 
Hyper-reality is a way of characterising the way the consciousness interacts with 
"reality". Specifically, when a consciousness loses its ability to distinguish reality 
from fantasy, and begins to engage with the latter without understanding what it 
is doing, it has shifted into the world of the hyper-real. This Baudrillard described 
as "The simulation of something which never really existed." 
 
Baudrillard was inspired by the work of Marshall McLuhan who developed ideas 
about how the nature of social relations is determined by the forms of 
communication that a society employs and famously said “the medium is the 
message”. He argued that the simulacrum is that 'truth which hides the fact there 
is none' saying that present day society, as the simulated copy, has superseded 
the original, so the map has come to precede the territory. 

He used the term hyper-reality to describe when the real has come to be 
superseded by the signs of its existence and rather than arguing, in a similar 
manner to Susan Sontag in her book On Photography, that the notion of reality 
has been complicated by the profusion of images of it, Baudrillard came to 
assert: 'the real no longer exists'.' 

 

 

 



Second Life  

Firstly, something that has been in the news a great deal recently, is the online 
game Second Life. One of several virtual worlds that have been inspired by 
the Cyberpunk literary movement. It is a user-defined world of general use in 
which people can interact, play, make money and otherwise communicate. 
The main activities that go on there though, seem to be commerce (mainly 
shopping and shop keeping) and (extremely unfulfilling) sex. In fact I tried to 
work out what, in this fantastic virtual world I had done (in my 96 days of 
second living) and I realized that really it consisted of mainly shopping and 
looking at art. So apart from the fact I can ‘fly’ or ‘teleport’ if I want to (in fact 
simply jump to another section of the code I haven’t really done anything 
different from my first life. So it seems I, like many others, am having trouble 
distinguishing fantasy from reality rather than the other way around. 

 

Stelarc 

Stelarc is an Australian performance artist, who was a previous artist in 
residence at The Centre for Computational Neuroscience and Robotics at 
Sussex University. He is interested in exploring the concept of the body and it’s 
relationship with technology, through human machine interfaces. During his time 
at Sussex University I believe he worked on building a third robotic arm. 

As Stelarc commonly works with piercing and hanging flesh also, his work put me 
strongly in mind of Baudrillard’s chapter on the film “Crash” by David Cronenburg 
where he states that “technology is an extension of the body. It is the functional 
sophistication of a human organism that permits it to be equal to nature and 
invest triumphally in nature. But he also argues that “Crash” technology is the 
mortal deconstruction of the body – no longer a functional medium, but the 
extension of death- the dismemberment and cutting to pieces…the explosive 
vision of a body delivered to “symbolic wounds” of a body confused with 
technology in its violating and violent dimension, in the savage and continual 
surgery that violence exercises: incisions, excisions, scarifications and chasms of 
the body. 

 

Kira O Reilly “Inthewrongplaceness” 

Kira O’Reilly’s “slow crushing dance” with a dead pig was made in response to 
her one year residency at The Symbiotica Art/Science Lab in Australia, where 
she worked with the Tissue Culture in Art Project. It was Kira’s intention to culture 
her own tissue that would be taken from a biopsy, which she has ethical approval 
for, but delays in the processing of this and the need to practice to learn the 
techniques properly meant she needed to work with cells from dead pigs. She 
would have to go and cut pieces from the female pigs carcass, which had often 
been partially dismembered already for her lab work. She began to feel a great 
empathy for these animals and created this performance to come to terms with 
her feelings for the animal. Baudrillard discusses the demotion of animals “to the 



status of inhumanity’ considering it to be a logical parallel to racism. That it 
“permits us” he says” to send beasts, in our place, to respond to the terrifying 
universes of space and laboratories” and “permits the liquidation of species even 
as they are archived as specimens...in the hell of zoos. He describes our 
affection for animals as a form of racist sentimentality.  
 
 
Henrietta Lacks 
To me this has great parallels to the story of Henrietta Lacks, the source of the 
first human cell line in tissue culture, a black woman who died in 1951 in 
Baltimore. Neither she nor her family gave permission for the experimentation 
that took place on her cells, or the subsequent commercialization of them (now 
readily available online for all your experimental needs). But now, in order to 
make amends for it’s treatment of Henrietta, in fact her cousin told me “black 
people were considered worse than animals in those days” in America, the 
scientific world (or specifically John Hopkins University, where the scientist 
George Gey who was responsible worked) now showers awards on Henrietta for 
her services to science. Her family refuse them, saying she never asked to be a 
black heroine, all she wanted was to die in dignity. 
 
Kira’s gesture towards the pig in her performance was severely misread by the 
media, and was picked up by the Daily Mail and negative stories spread further 
when the Reuters News Agency picked up on it 

Most people will never see this performance or hear the reason why it was made, 
so their understanding and construction of the reality of it was created solely 
through the media. 
 
Artificial Life  

We are now able to build digital ecosystems which support forms of artificial life. 
Environmental models provide a virtual spaces in which animats can interact and 
emergent behaviours can evolve. In fact within the A-Life community there is 
debate about whether this might actually be a form of life rather than a 
simulation, and there is much discussion about what actually constitutes life. 
John Von Neumann first stated this strong alife position saying, "Life is a process 
which can be abstracted away from any particular medium” The ecologist Tom 
Ray also declared that his program “Tierra” is not simulating life in a computer, 
but synthesizing it. The weak alife position states that it’s not possible to replicate 
"living process" outside of a chemical solution. Researchers try instead to mimic 
life processes to understand the underlying mechanics of phenomena.  


