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Jean Baudrillard's death did not take place. "Dying is pointless," he once wrote, "you have to know how to
disappear." The New Yorker reported a reading the French sociologist gave in a New York gallery in
2005. A man from the audience, with the recent death of Jacques Derrida in mind, mentioned obituaries,
and asked Baudrillard: "What would you like to be said about you? In other words, who are you?"

Baudrillard replied: "What | am, | don't know. | am the simulacrum of myself."

Baudrillard, whose simulacrum has departed at the age of 77, attracted widespread notoriety for
predicting that the first Gulf war, of 1991, would not take place. During the war, he said it was not really
taking place. After its conclusion, he announced that it had not taken place. This prompted some to
characterise him as yet another continental philosopher who revelled in a disreputable contempt for truth

and reality.

Yet Baudrillard was pointing out that the war was conducted as a media spectacle. Rehearsed as a war-
game or simulation, it was then enacted for the viewing public as a simulation: as a news event, with its
paraphernalia of embedded journalists and missile's-eye-view video cameras, it was a video game. The

real violence was thoroughly overwritten by electronic narrative - by simulation.
Such had been Baudrillard's name for the defining problem of the age since the 1970s, when he wrote

that the Marxian problem of class struggle had been replaced, in the post-industrial era, with the problem

of simulation. He thus anticipated, by a decade or two, later arguments about the nature of "virtual reality".
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Pop culture paid tribute to his prescience in Andy and Larry Wachowski's 1999 film The Matrix, about a
near-future Earth where human society is a simulation designed by malign machines to keep it enslaved.
Hacker hero Neo (Keanu Reeves) hides his contraband software in a hollowed-out copy of one of the
philosopher's books, and rebel chief Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne) quotes Baudrillard's most famous

formula: "Welcome to the desert of the real."

Baudrillard was invited to collaborate on the sequels, but declined. He later protested wryly that The
Matrix had got him wrong: "The most embarrassing part of the film is that the new problem posed by
simulation is confused with its classical, Platonic treatment . . . The Matrix is surely the kind of film about

the matrix that the matrix would have been able to produce."

Baudrillard was born in the cathedral town of Reims, in northeastern France. His grandparents were
peasants, and his parents became civil servants. He was the first of his family to go to university, studying
German at the Sorbonne in Paris, and he later said that this led to a break with his family and cultural
milieu. In 1956 he began teaching German at a French lycee, and in the early 1960s he published essays
on literature for the journal Les Temps Modernes, as well as translating works of Bertolt Brecht and Peter

Weiss.

In 1966, he joined the University of Nanterre, a small, fiercely radical institution that was to become
notable as the incubator of the mouvement du 22 Mars and its subsequent role in the evenements of May
1968. (Baudrillard later said that he "participated” in the student revolts.) That same year, his first book,
The System of Objects, was published. With the sociologist Henri Lefebvre and the cultural critic Roland
Barthes as his intellectual mentors, he gave sharp, ironic readings of interior-design materials, gadgets,

washing powder and other everyday phenomena.

In subsequent works, including The Consumer Society (1970), The Mirror of Production (1973) and
Forget Foucault (1977), Baudrillard developed arguments about the increasing power of the "object" over
the "subject" in modern society, and the way in which protest and resistance were increasingly absorbed
and turned into fuel by the symbolic "system" of capitalism. Dur ing this period, he also wrote on art and

architecture for the journal Utopie.

The 1981 volume Simulacra and Simulation (the book that later appeared in The Matrix) gained a wide
audience, and Baudrillard soon found himself a globetrotting academic superstar, discoursing on his
themes of "seduction" (the term that escapes the binary opposition of "production" and "destruction") and
"hyper-reality" (the simulated realm that is "more real than the real"). In 1986 he moved from Nanterre,

which had, he lamented, become "normalised", to the University of Paris-IX Dauphine.
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That same year he published America, the record of a breakneck road trip across the United States,
which, he declared, was paradise: "But is this really what an achieved utopia looks like? Is this a
successful revolution? Yes indeed! What do you expect a 'successful' revolution to look like? It is
paradise. Santa Barbara is a paradise; Disneyland is a paradise; the US is a paradise. Paradise is just
paradise. Mournful, monotonous, and superficial though it may be, it is paradise." He began recording his
travels in a series of fragmentary memoirs, which became a five-volume sequence called Cool Memories,
the fifth of which appeared in 2005.

Baudrillard characterised the 1990s, with its wishful illusions about the "end of history", as a "stagnant"
period in which events were on strike. Eventually, the strike was broken by the attacks on the US of
September 11 2001. Baudrillard called them "the ultimate event, the mother of all events". "It is the
terrorist model," he wrote, "to bring about an excess of reality, and have the system collapse beneath that

excess."

Subsequently, for Baudrillard, there was no longer any need for the media to virtualise events, as in the
first Gulf war, since the war's participants had thoroughly internalised the rules of simulation. His 2004
essay, War Porn, observed how the photographs from the Abu Ghraib prison, west of Baghdad, enacted

scenes of fetishistic pornography, concluding: "It is really America that has electrocuted itself."

Baudrillard took to calling his works "theory fictions": because the present is always more fantastical than
the most lurid science fiction, "theory" must compete with it on an imaginative level. So he offered himself
as an extrapolator, a canary in the cultural coalmine. "My work is paradoxical," he explained, "it's
surrealist, like fiction." He found a sympathetic soul in the novelist JG Ballard, who called him "the most
important French thinker of the last 20 years". (In 1974, Baudrillard had hailed Ballard's Crash as "the first

great novel of the universe of simulation".)

Nor did Baudrillard shrink from getting into fights with fellow public intellectuals. He had famously attacked
Susan Sontag (obituary, December 29 2004) for exploiting, as he saw it, the suffering of Bosnians when
she went to direct plays in Sarajevo in 1993. In response, Sontag called him "a political idiot . . . ignorant
and cynical". In 2004, he commented sardonically on French media philosopher Bernard-Henri Levy, who
had expressed satisfaction with the war in Afghanistan: "Levy's triumphalism strikes me as strange. He

treats B-52 bombers as if they were instruments of the world-spirit."

Of Jacques Derrida (obituary, October 11 2004), Baudrillard had once said, kindly: "I admire Derrida, but
it's not my thing." He sympathised ironically with Americans who felt invaded by Derridean acolytes
spreading the gospel of deconstruction: "That was the gift of the French. They gave Americans a

language they did not need. It was like the Statue of Liberty. Nobody needs French theory."
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Baudrillard once wore a gold lame suit with mirrored lapels while reading his poetry in a Las Vegas bar. If
he didn't take himself particularly seriously, his critics complained that he didn't take anything else
seriously either. A recurring charge was that it was politically and morally irresponsible, at the very least,
to speak of the "unreality" of modern war, because to do so was to ignore the realities of killing and
suffering. Baudrillard's response, in his 2004 book The Lucidity Pact, or The Intel ligence of Evil, was
laconic: "The reality-fundamentalists equip themselves with a form of magical thinking that confuses
message and messenger: if you speak of the simulacrum, then you are a simulator; if you speak of the
virtuality of war, then you are in league with it and have no regard for the hundreds of thousands of dead .

. it is not we, the messengers of the simulacrum, who have plunged things into this discredit, it is the

system itself that has fomented this uncertainty that affects everything today."

One sceptical British interviewer called Baudrillard a "philosopher clown", a description to which he
probably would not have objected, instead taking it as an invitation to think about the social function of
clowns. As he once argued: "It is the task of radical thought, since the world is given to us in
unintelligibility, to make it more unintelligible, more enigmatic, more fabulous." He was an aphorist.
"Contemporary art is contemporary only with itself," he growled; or: "Our sentimentality towards animals is

a sure sign of the disdain in which we hold them."

He could amusingly refuse to find something amusing: "There is nothing funny about Halloween. This
sarcastic festival reflects, rather, an infernal demand for revenge by children on the adult world." And he
was resolutely unimpressed by the "information revolution". "Information can tell us everything," he said.
"It has all the answers. But they are answers to questions we have not asked, and which doubtless don't

even arise."

In a 2002 interview, he said: "I am not a historian. | do not have an historical perception of events. But |
would say that | have a mystical reading of them." His later writings, indeed, showed an increasingly
mystical bent. Asked by Der Spiegel magazine in Germany about the "problem of evil" in the world, he
responded: "You know, in reality one would have to turn the whole debate on its head. The exciting
question is not why there is evil. First, there is evil, without question. Why is there good? This is the real

miracle."

Thinking and writing sometimes seemed to Baudrillard a disease, for which he at last found a balm:
photo- graphy. He began exhibiting his photographs, described in 1998 by the Guardian art critic Adrian
Searle as "wistful, elegaic and oddly haunting . . . like movie stills of unregarded moments." The
photographs never showed people, but charged human absences. A still life of a philosopher's desk:

book, pen, ashtray, coffee-bowl; keys on a cafe table. Baudrillard thought photography could be
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"unintelligible" in a good way if it could avoid being assimilated to a mere message. It held out the

potential for "something that is neither true nor real, but is beautiful".

| met Baudrillard in 2000, the day after he had given a lecture in London to a group of architecture
students. It was early in the morning, in the dungeon-like basement lounge of his South Kensington hotel.
Rumpled and avuncular, he would not have looked out of place behind the bar of a village cafe. A condi
tion of the interview was that | would pose questions in French; he responded generously in a pungent,
freewheeling French-English hybrid. Showing no irritation at my rusty command of his language, he rolled
his own cigarettes and lit mine, drank espressos and conjured castles of theory in the air, offering every

formulation with a twinkle, exuding an irrepressible joie de penser

"Ouf! It's a game!" he said, of the thinking business, as though amazed that anyone could not see that
something could be serious and a game at the same time. At that time, events were still on strike, and he
remarked almost wistfully: "I did this critique of technology, but | would not do that any more. | am not
nostalgic. | would not oppose liberty and human rights to this technical world." He toyed with the idea that
he would "become an artist", free to express no message, to be tied down to no meaning, with his

beloved photos.

Baudrillard, who is survived by his wife Marine, had once written a playful account of his personal
evolution - from "pataphysician”, a scientist of imaginary solutions, at 20, to "viral", ironically portraying his
own ideas as pathogenic, at 60. When | saw him in 2000, he was 70 years old. What was he now? He
chuckled. "Well, let's see, at 70, | would say that | am . . . transfini . Beyond the end. It was my fateful
strategy to go beyond the concept, so as to see what happens beyond." Now, perhaps, he knows.

Jean Baudrillard, philosopher and socio-logist, born July 29 1929; died March 6 2007
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