











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Nothing very terrible, finally-at least not in any absolute sense. They have trapped Blue into
doing nothing, into being so inactive as to reduce his life to almost no life at all. Yes, says Blue
to himself, that’s what it feels like: like nothing at all” (201). This is what we can say about
simulation too, that it feels “like nothing at all.” It is not “bad™; it is not even something “bad”
that feels good (assuming that we have been manipulated into feeling good about it). Part of the
fascination with simulation is that we cannot find out what it is that we are fascinated with.
Same with Auster’s characters: they are never forced into taking the case (usually, they are not
even professional detectives and they don’t get paid), but they seem to have a fatal fascination
with discovering what the “case” is all about, usually because the case doesn’t seem to be about
anything at all; they are drawn in, provoked into looking for meaning by the obvious lack of it:

My job is to watch someone, no one in particular as far as I can tell, and send in a

report about him every week. Just that. Watch this guy and write about it. Not

one damned thing more.

What’s so terrible about that?

He doesn’t do anything, that’s what. He just sits in his room all day and writes.

It’s enough to drive you crazy. (214)
There is no detectable trap which keeps the protagonist where he is; that is, as far as we or he can
tell, he is working “on the case” by his own volition. However, the boundaries of this volition
and its very existence are put into question as we get deeper into the “case.” The detective
(called Blue) is hired by a person named White to watch a person named Black. Instead of, or in
addition to, watching Black, Blue endeavors to discover the identity of White, which he knows
would mean going against White's instructions: in other words, it would mean playing against

the rules, disrupting the system. However, it turns out that White is in fact Black, so that the case

Blue thought he was working on (investigating White, who is Black) turns out to be exactly the
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case he was hired to work on (investigating Black). To complicate things further, the
complaining in the above passage is done by Black, whom the protagonist (Blue) is supposed to
watch, and who in turn watches him, so that they are both engaged in the same activities, doing
the same “job,” suffering the same pain. Black, who is the “bad guy” (to use that inapplicable
classical detective genre term), suffers as much as the “good guy”; the “enemy” is as trapped
inside the system as the protagonist.'® From either point of view, the exile or suffering is self-
imposed, which makes it all the more difficult to escape, since to fight the system one has to fight
oneself.

But there is more to it than that: the rebellion against simulation is not merely futile,
shrugged off by the system, unnoticed. On the contrary, the attempt to escape the system
becomes an integral part of the system itself, just as Oedipus’ escape from the oracle is
indispensable to the oracle. Oedipus’ failure does not merely make Oedipus wrong: it makes the
oracle right. Baudrillard also makes this point: “The terrifying aspect of such an event is that,
beyond a certain point, every effort to exorcise it only serves to precipitate it: no premonition has
ever been of any use; each event confirms and legitimates the one that preceded it” (Selected
191). And so we enter self-fulfilling prophecy territory."” The point is that even something so
obviously and inalienably personal as the awareness of the possibility of manipulation
contributes to the manipulation itself (for example, if Oedipus had not consciously tried to run
away from the prophecy, he would not have encountered it). As Baudrillard says, “[c]ritical
consciousness . . . always comes after the fact, a day too late. . . . It is nothing but retrospective
prophecy. . . . This may be the risk thought has to take: it must risk falling victim to its own

prophecies” (Vital 57). More simply, the thought of resisting the system has to come to terms
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with the fact that this resistance will strengthen, if not radically create, the system: as
Baudrillard" observes, “Hélderlin’s phrase [“But where danger is, grows the saving power also”]
must be reversed: the more the saving power grows, the greater the danger” (Vital 81).'° The
defense measures are more dangerous than what they are trying to prevent: in other words, we
can’t fight simulation because we are causing it by trying to escape. In this connection, Butler
cites the following, very Oedipal, example:

another tale Baudrillard relates [in Seduction] [is] the famous anecdote ‘Death in
Samarkand,’ from Somerset Maugham’s play Sheppey.? It is a story about a man
who one day accidentally comes upon Death at a crossroads. The man, fearful for
his life, runs in the opposite direction and travels all that day and into the next
night to arrive finally, exhausted and out of breath, at the last place he thinks
Death would look for him, the obscure town of Samarkand. Meanwhile, the King
has summoned Death to his court, where he reprimands him for scaring one of his
subjects. Death replies that he had not meant to do so but was surprised to see
him there as he already had an appointment with him the next night in Samarkand
(S, 72-74)! Here too the point is not so much that Death as a figure is anywhere in
particular as that he is that for which everything stands in, underlies all of our
actions, is present even in his absence. Indeed, . . . we cannot even say that Death
is that which precedes us and that toward which we run, but rather must say that
Death does not exist before us, is only an effect of our attempting to run away
from him. It is our very attempt to escape fate that is our fate. The truth of
Death’s prediction is not fulfilled until we try to refute it. We spend the whole of
our lives trying to avoid the fate which becomes in retrospect the very fate we
always had. (103)

What in this passage is defined as “death™ might as easily be referred to as “simulation.” In light
of this example, we see that simulation is the name for that which we cause by trying to escape
from simulation.

In The New York Trilogy, Auster’s characters are initially motivated to escape because
they feel trapped in the “case” they are respectively investigating in each of the three novels, with

a conclusion common to all: “One way or another, the key to the case is action. He must goon
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disrupting things wherever he can, a little here, a little there, chipping away at each conundrum
until the whole structure begins to weaken, until one day the whole rotten business comes
toppling to the ground” (199). However, the problem is how to determine which action would
really be disruptive to the system. In each case, Auster’s protagonist attempts such a disruption
and fails: in Ghosts, for example, Blue confronts Black, his “enemy” (for lack of a better word),
only to discover that his enemy was expecting this confrontation all along and in fact was
counting on it, which makes the protagonist’s actions not so much part of his own plan as part of
his enemy’s plan, since they do not disrupt so much as fulfill his enemy’s intentions. Or, in
another case, Blue is “wondering if there is not some way that he might help Black, if it would
not be possible for him to offer his hand in friendship. That would certainly turn the tables, Blue
thinks, that would certainly stand the whole business on its head. But why not? Why not do the
unexpected?” (227). The problem with doing the “unexpected” is that it’s impossible to know
which move would be unexpected and which would be part of the plan, which move is truly his
and which is his opponent’s. Stoppard’s characters face the same problem:

ROS: I wish I was dead. (Considers the drop.) I could jump over the side. That

would put a spoke in their wheel.

GUIL: Unless they’re counting on it.

ROS: I shall remain on board. That’ll put a spoke in their wheel. (The futility of

it, fury.) Allright! We don’t question, we don’t doubt. We perform. But a line

must be drawn somewhere. (108)
But putting spokes in the wheel is how the wheel gets created in the first place; the spokes are
part of the wheel, and there is no wheel without the spokes, no system without the individual will

to escape it. Just as, in Macbeth, the king was robbed of his power of causing things to happen

because someone else was causing them first, the system robs Rosencrantz of his power to make
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decisions by anticipating his next move, even if it is the opposite of what he thinks the system
would assume he would do. Whatever he does will end up being beneficial to the system,;
whatever junk he throws at it will turn out to be useful construction material for the system to
expand and cover everything “new” he can think of before he has even had a chance to think of
it. Trying to act on his own, he finds that he is acting for the system; there is no part of him that
is outside the system, but, more importantly, there is no system outside of him. The need to
“draw a line somewhere” is the need to break away from this vicious circle and find a point
where simulation ends, where the spokes would not conspire to form a wheel. In other words, it
is an attempt to find an “outside” where simulation does not hold sway, an outside off the edge of
the chessboard and beyond the rules of the game, where acting would not be playing and an
action would not be a move. In that “outside”? there will be no more second-guessing and
everything would be taken at its face value: when someone disrupts the system, he’ll know that
he is disrupting the system, not aiding it in some way that is not apparent to him. (This is also a
space where everything would happen in real time, not as a result of predictions such as the
system’s knowledge of Rosencrantz’s next move.)

But Auster’s characters consistently fail to recover that free space: “The strange thing was
not that I might have wanted to kill Fanshawe, but that I sometimes imagined he wanted me to
kill him. . . . Ibecame convinced that this was the true meaning of the letter he had written.
Fanshawe was waiting for me. He had chosen me as his executioner, and he knew that he could
trust me to carry out the job. But that was precisely why I wasn’t going to do it. Fanshawe's
power had to be broken, not submitted to. . . . Killing Fanshawe would mean nothing. The point

was to find him alive—and then to walk away from him alive” (The Locked Room 317-18). The
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protagonist/narrator goes through the same fruitless Rosencrantzian monologue, which never
becomes a dialogue because the system never commits to an act of its own: it makes the
protagonist act for it, and, although it is quite possible to guess that, out of two opposite actions,
one is insidiously suggested to the protagonist by the system and the other is genuinely his own,
it is quite impossible to guess which is which. They are both Rosencrantzian in their opacity to
the person performing the actions. All he can do is pick one at random: “‘As he turned the
question over in his mind, it occurred to him that he no longer had an opinion. He saw the
argument for making the call, and at the same time he saw the argument for not making it”
(Auster 125). Since the system does not explicitly want anything from the protagonist, he has to
imagine what the system might want from him and then do the opposite, which usually turns out
to be what the system wanted him to do in the first place. If he thinks A, and then discovers that
the system (or somebody else) wanted him to think A, does that mean that the truth is B? Since
every action the system wants is an action by necessity performed by the protagonist (the
“system” doesn’t act as an independent agent), there are no criteria to decide which action was
caused by something outside of him. Since the system just wants him to do whatever it is he
happens to be doing anyway, he always suspects that his actions have an external source.

But the real danger (assuming simulation is dangerous at all), is not so much that there
isn’t an outside, as there isn’t an inside. Since the protagonist is not able to determine which of
his own actions have an external cause (are caused by the system), he is equally unable to say
which are intemally motivated, truly his own. It is no longer a question of being able to find an
action which would disrupt the system, of choosing an action different from the one the system

would anticipate; it is rather a question of attributing a different reason or cause to the same
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action (what Baudrillard calls “an excess of causality” [Selected 189]), contesting not the content
of the action but the “form” this action is cast in, the role this action has to play. Blue has been
working on the same case all along, but his reasons for his actions are in fact Black’s reasons for
Blue’s actions, so that Blue’s actions have a completely different cause than the one he imagines
them to have. Just like Blue’s “case,” “{the systems of simulation] are possible only for a
completely different reason than the one they give themselves . . . [and] they must be explained
altogether otherwise” (Butler 120). In literary theory, this is a phenomenon referred to as
“doubling”: simulation “doubles [the world], gives it an entirely different explanation than its
own” (Butler 151). In the same way, the person sitting on the throne is doubled into both a king
and a usurper.? As Butler suggests, in simulation the same action can have two “identities,” two
opposite reasons for happening: “The very totality of simulation now means something else, is
able to be seen as suggesting some other fate than its own, heading in a direction it does not
foresee, having to be explained for a completely other reason than the one it provides” (106-
107).2 And there is no basis on which to choose one reason over another, due to what
Baudrillard calls “the equiprobability of every cause and of every consequence” (Selected 193).
In Auster’s terms, we could say that Blue is working on a different “case” than the one he thinks
he is working on, but the two cases are nevertheless identical. Or, more confusingly, Blue thinks
that the case he thinks he is working on must be different from the “real” case he wasn't told
about, and when he discovers that the two are identical, he can see that the case he thought he
was working on (the case which was supposed to be a “cover” for something else) never existed
as such: it was never a cover; it was always itself. It was exactly what it pretended to be, without

knowing that it was pretending.
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To see how not knowing that one is pretending is a philosophical problem, a problem of
subjectivity, we can turn to John Searle: “If I am going for a walk to Hyde Park, there are any
number of other things that are happening in the course of my walk, but their descriptions do not
describe my intentional actions, because in acting, what I am doing depends in large part on what
Ithink I'am doing. So, for example, I am also moving in the general direction of Patagonia,
shaking the hair on my head up and down, wearing out my shoes, and moving a lot of air
molecules” (38). While an external observer would not be able to tell which is the true
“reason” behind the walk, the person who is doing the walking, Searle argues, should know “the
truth™: “a person is in a special position to know what he is doing. He doesn’t have to observe
himself . . . to see which action he is performing” (57-58). And, conversely, a person observing
him would not know what the action “really” is. Here we can recall the Chinese room gedanken
experiment, where only the person inside the room is in a position to know that he doesn’t know
Chinese, while to an outside observer he would appear to have perfect knowledge of the
language. Searle’s conviction that there exists such a thing as the “inside” of the room®, a
subjective space of hidden causality where the “real” reasons reside, also means that he rejects
“doubling” as a possibility. A person according to Searle is a person who knows why he is
doing the things he is doing: “In the case of human beings, whenever we follow a rule, we are
being guided by the actual content or the meaning of the rule . . . [so that] meanings cause
behavior” (Searle 46). Any attempt to keep the action but retrospectively discard the meaning
would fail. Searle would probably argue that this would not be the same action at all: that is, he
would say that Blue is working on two different cases, without the first case retrospectively

-

changing into the second. They would not be identical, just as one cannot imitate an action,
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however perfectly, and claim that he is actually doing the action. Searle in fact considers the
theoretical possibility of a flawless imitation of a human action by artificial means, for example a
machine, and concludes that “the computer is unable to duplicate however powerful may be its
ability to simulate . . . . no simulation by itself ever constitutes duplication” (37). The term
“simulation,” as used by Searle, remains exactly the same as the term we have been using so far:
simulation can reproduce the form but not necessarily the content, the “syntax” (Searle) but not
the semantics, the “code” (Baudrillard) but not the message. Where Searle’s theory differs is in
suggesting that there is something outside simulation, or, more precisely, something inside
simulation, a hidden content, a subjective space, an intuitive knowledge. We know, Searle
argues, the “real” reason behind what we do; a computer may be able to do the same but without
the knowledge of why it is doing it: “The formal properties of the behaviour are not sufficient to
show that a rule is being followed. In order that the rule be followed, the meaning of the rule has
to play some causal role in the behaviour” (47). In other words, there is always a reason, an
intention which defines the action in a unique way, so that, for example, if a person follows an
order for his own personal reasons rather than for the reasons he was ordered to, then the action
he was ordered to do is not really the action he does, even though they may seem entirely
identical (he would seem to obey the order, whereas he is actually doing something else that we,
as outside observers, wrongly interpret as obedience just because it reflects exactly the content of
the order).

To this we can oppose i ek’s view: “we do not ‘follow’ some rule external to the
act—the ‘rule’ is inherent to the act itself. . . . [S]trictly speaking we never know what-if any-rule

we are following” (They 153). In other words, we cannot establish conclusively whether we are
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doing something because we want it, because the system wants it, or because the system wants us
to want it. Which means that we can do no better than Searle’s computer, going through the
motions without knowing exactly “why.” There is no justification outside the act itself, a moral
or other category defining the act before the act takes place and creates that category. Not to
follow a rule external to the act, but to create the rule by performing the act can mean both
- freedom and limitation. The act does not happen in accordance with the rules of a pre-
determined game; what we discover is that there is no game outside of the moves, and the only
reason we think we are playing a game is that we find ourselves making a move. Or, we think
we have a destination just because we see that we are walking, which, since we don’t know the
destination, in turn makes us suspect that someone else does. Hence the bad reputation of
simulation.

But more than that, just as the rule is not external to the act, the cause is not internal to it.
The reason “behind” the act gets created, retrospectively, by the act itself. Butler gives the
following Baudrillardian example: “It serves no purpose to discover by shadowing someone that
he has a double life. . . . [T]he important point is that it is the shadowing itself which is the
other’s double life. To shadow the other is de facto to give him a double life, a parallel
existence” (Baudrillard qtd. in Butler 112).”” The example of this character, who does not
“discover” so much as “create” the truth about the double life of her subject, points to the lack of
an interior motive on his part: “by her shadowing [she] wants to discover a secret about the man,
but . .. by this means she in fact imbues his life with a secret” (Butler 112). The secret does not
exist before her attempt to discover it; the secret is in fact the name for her attempt to discover a

secret. The important thing is that the man does not even need to know about his own “secret” in
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order for the secret to exist; he can have a double life without his knowledge, a “hidden” identity
which is exposed to her eyes but hidden from his, an inside completely external to him. As
Butler points out, “she as it were destines him, denies him his free will, makes everything he
does seem as though it was done for an entirely different reason than the one he gives himself”
(112). In other words, he might as well have been doing everything for her benefit, allowing
himself (by walking outside) to be followed so that he would have the double life of being
followed, which is exactly what she wanted to find all along. In a way, he has been doing what
she wanted him to do all along. Even though he doesn’t know it, he has never been free.??

The same problem concerns Auster. In Ghosts, the protagonist faces a very clear danger
of doubling: “It seems perfectly plausible to him that he is also being watched, observed by
another in the same way that he has been observing Black. If that is the case, then he has never
been free” (200). Even though he was feeling free at the time, subsequent evidence can show
that he was not; he retrospectively loses his freedom. His free will is retrospectively doubled into
predetermination. That is why simulation is perceived as dangerous, because it suggests that
people were doing things for a completely different reason than they thought they were. Or, as
Auster says, “[w]e are not where we are . . . but in a false position” (200). This would mean that,
even though the physical position does not change,” its triangulation relative to other points in
space can change, and the reference points one uses to calculate one’s position become unstable.
At the same time, there is the attendant perception that there still is a “real” position beyond the
grasp of our knowledge, that if our knowledge stops short somewhere, it must have stopped short
of something. In other words, if it turns out that we don’t know something, then there must be

something we don’t know.” If we have taken the wrong turn, then there must be a right turn; if
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something is false, then it must be false relative to something else which is true (or, in the very
least, the statement “this is false” must be true). In other words, if we don’t have the position of
freedom, at least we have that of the absence of freedom. This is essentially a Cartesian position:
the absence of truth is not a falsity but a truth in the same way the absence of certainty is not a
doubt but a certainty. Butler says the same about simulation: “If he says simulation can no longer
be seen as such but is proven in its absence, he can at least name this absence as simulation”
(147).

Part of the simulation mechanism, we are tempted to assume, contrary to Poster, is that if
there is manipulation, there must be someone doing the manipulating (the Nietzschean “doer”
behind the deed). If simulation simulates anything, it is the notion of the “other,” the one who
remains outside of the simulation, the one who knows what it’s all about.* Even if the
protagonist (the subject) doesn’t know the reasons behind his actions, someone else (“the
system”) does. In the confrontation of Blue and Black, for example, Black assumes a position of
superiority, claiming that the true reasons are available to him: “Are you going to sit there and
tell me that you’re smarter than [ am? At least I know what I've been doing. I've had my job to
do, and I've done it. But you’re nowhere, Blue. You’ve been lost from the first day” (230).
Black not only claims to know what he is doing, but also suggests that he knows what Blue was
doing, even though Blue doesn’t have that knowledge about himself. To use Searle’s analogy,
while Blue assumes that he is out for a walk in the park, Black has known all along that, for
example, Blue has been actually going north.” In other words, Black tells us that Blue’s action
was never a random walk which just happened to lead him north, but an action motivated by the

intention to go north, which just happened to take the form of a walk; that the walk was not
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content but form, not an end but a means; that it was never about the walk, but the walk was
about something else altogether. Or, more radically, that there never was a walk, there never was
acase.

In other words, Blue encounters the problem of being unable to say what it is that he
encounters, to reduce anything to an unequivocal event: “But then why does he feel so
dissatisfied, so troubled by what he has written? He says to himself: what happened is not really
what happened” (176). If the actions we do turn out to be different from the actions we want to
do, does that mean that we now have two sets of actions? That we lead double lives? As
Davidson explains, “events are identical if and only if they have exactly the same causes and
effects” (179). With the “doubling” of simulation, we have one action and two causes, two
opposite and mutually exclusive intentions causing the same result.**> In the case of Oedipus, for
example, both his intention not to kill his father and the oracle’s “intention” for Oedipus to kill
his father result in Oedipus’ fleeing Corinth. Without knowing what he is “supposed” to do,
what the oracle would want him to do, Oedipus fulfills the oracle’s wishes exactly, and his
ignorance is the condition of this fulfillment. (This paradox is very much like the double-slit
experiment in physics: the ability of the light wave going through the first slit to “know” whether
the other slit is open or not, and therefore to do what is expected of it without knowing what is
expected of it, is like Oedipus’ uncanny ability to act as if he knew exactly what he needed to do
in order to fulfill the prophecy.) Butler gives us a similar example from socio-political
philosophy: “We get the feeling that in the masses’ very fulfilling of our expectations about them
there is something we are not quite getting at, that behind their apparent acquiescence something

else remains hidden” (133). Baudrillard talks about “the doubt automatically attaching to
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anything which turns up so wonderfully on cue” (lllusion 76), and that is what we feel, the need
for an explanation of how this coincidence between theory and practice, between prediction and
event is possible. If the masses were indeed free to act any way at all, how come they did exactly
what was expected of them? If Oedipus could do anything at all, how come he did the one thing
out of a hundred that led to the fulfillment of the oracle?

The problem is in the chronology of the events. As Butler explains, “[i]t is impossible to
say which comes first: the masses which conform to their theories or these theories which
conform to the masses” (135). Keeping in mind the case of Macbeth, there is a sense in which
what “comes first” is more “true” than the rest,* and here is where the problematic temporality
of simulation comes up again. The semiotic problem, presented in temporal terms, is that we
cannot be certain that we wanted to do A before the system wanted us to do A, which precedence
would make A genuinely ours. If we had a guarantee that we were the first to want A, we
wouldn’t care as much whether A coincided with what the system wanted from us.* Simulation
is not dangerous because it makes us do things we don’t want to, but because it wants us to do
exactly the things we want to do. It just that it wants them first. To use Calvino’s words, the
system “obliges you to repeat rather than say” (Invisible 68). Which makes us feel as if the
system is the cause and we are the effect. Consider again the case of Oedipus: if the prophecy
was a story that took place after the events it predicts, there would have been nothing really
problematic about it, since Oedipus would have killed his father not because of the prophecy but
because of himself. If the story (no longer a prophecy) came after Oedipus, he would have been
causally independent of it and free in his actions. But when simulation substitutes a different

reason for our actions, this means that it claims to have caused the actions, that the actions are
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not our own and probably would have happened without us. In that case, we are free to join in
and make the action happen, knowing that it would have happened anyway. In Essays on Actions
and Events, Davidson for example tells us that ‘fif we choose to do something and do it because
we chose it, then the action is free no matter what would have happened if we hadn’t chosen”
(75). In other words, our choice is free even if the same action would have resulted from a
deterministic force anyway (for example, someone who has to fight and nevertheless chooses to
fight instead).” The redundant choice (or doubling) in this case is a paradoxical solution to the
problem of freedom, in which determinism is disguised as freedom, and the “wrong” is disguised
as “right,” so that the self can claim a victory, however fictional, over fate.

In The New York Trilogy, we see a similar but reversed situation: the characters are
overpowered by the system (however fictional), because even if they were acting for their own
“true” reasons, they still would have done exactly the same things they did for all the wrong
reasons. In other words, the “true” actions would look exactly like the false ones: they would be
false ones. When Auster’s narrator remarks that “even a child knows that the truth can be used
for devious ends” (313), this is reminiscent of our opening quotation, where the protagonist’s real
name (“Quinn”) becomes a fiction: “Since he was technically Paul Auster, that was the name he
had to protect. Anything else, even the truth, would be an invention, a mask” (89).”’ The mask
which is made out of truths is a particularly dangerous one, since it doesn’t hide the truth but
exposes it*®, and yet, even though the “‘content” of the truth is there, the “form” in which it is
presented denies it any truth at all. In this sense, simulation is no different from reality in terms
of content, but only in our perception of that content. Simulation is that property of reality which

tells us that this is not reality. It hides the truth by not hiding it, and therefore inviting us to look
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for something hidden, something eise.
Just as Blue’s “fake” case was exactly the same as his “real” case, Auster’s protagonist in
The Locked Room attempts to cover up his real activity only to find that the cover-up is identical
to the reality it is trying to cover:
I'no longer had any intention of writing it [the biography of Fanshawe]. The book
existed for me only in so far as it could lead me to Fanshawe, and beyond that
there was no book at all. It had become a private matter for me, something no
longer connected to writing. All the research for the biography, all the facts I
would uncover as I dug into his past, all the work that seemed to belong to the
book-these were the very things I would use to find out where he was. Poor
Sophie. She never had the slightest notion of what I was up to—for what I claimed
to be doing was in fact no different from what I actually did. (316-17)
It turns out that the actions of the protagonist done for the benefit of an observer are the same as
the actions he would have performed independently of an observer (“The point was that no one
was watching me anymore. Ino longer had to put up a front as I had at home” [340).) The
narrator’s “fake” behavior is no different from his “real” behavior. Or, more precisely, if there is
no “fake” behavior, then there isn’t a “real” one either: there is only one behavior, doubled in a
Maobius fashion. To describe it, we can borrow a definition from Deleuze, who, on a different
occasion, speaks of “that which disguises itself in constituting itself, that which constitutes itself
only by disguising itself. . . . The same thing is both disguising and disguised” (17).* For
Auster’s other main character, from the City of Glass, what begins as a “case” ends up as
“reality”; for example, in the beginning Quinn is writing down his observations in a notebook as
part of his work on the “case,” but in the end the writing becomes an end in itself: “He regretted

having wasted so many pages at the beginning of the red notebook, and in fact felt sorry that he

had bothered to write about the Stillman case at all” (156). Or, more generally, it seems that at
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first the writing is secondary to the outside world, but later the world fades into the background
and the writing gains primacy; the world is only a means, something which makes it possible for
Quinn to continue to write (by providing him with food, light, or even the “case” he is working
on). While at first the case is the single focus of his existence, the “doubling” of the case leaves
him pretending to be working on the case while actually working on the case.

Each of Auster’s three novels reaches this point of doubling, where the protagonist
“knows that no more disguises will be needed” (221). It is not that the disguise is finally gone,
but he finds that he has been living the disguise all along, not that he has been living a lie, but
that he has been living the truth. The appearance, the surface is not gone but internalized. Every
“case” reaches this point where the disguise is “dropped” (dropped as disguise but preserved as
truth: the content remains; it’s just the form that’s different), revealing the “real” case the
protagonist has been unwittingly involved in. But this is also a point where nothing changes.
Just like Rosencrantz’s discovery that he does not have the letter that he is not supposed to have
in the first place (see Chapter Three, pp. 191-93), the discovery of the true nature of the case is a
negative event.” As Baudrillard asks, “What are we to make of events that do not take place?”
(Vital 38). In simulation, this is the discovery of the sudden identity of what came before with
what came after, and it is characterized only by the awareness that nothing has changed.* When
Auster’s characters become aware that they have been manipulated, they simultaneously become
aware that they have been manipulated into doing what they would have done anyway. In the
case of Blue, for example, the moment he makes his own choice is the moment when he is most
manipulated: *“he discovers the inherent paradox of his situation. For the closer he feels to Black,

the less he finds it necessary to think about him. In other words, the more deeply entangled he
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becomes, the freer he is” (188). The two opponents have become mutually entangled, and the
simulation has become the “natural” environment for Blue. The end of the case is the moment
when the protagonist is doing things for the reasons he pretends to be doing them. (Strictly
speaking, Auster’s cases are never “resolved” in the traditional sense: they take over the
characters’ lives, while at the same time becoming inessential and beside the point, so that the
case is merely a way for the protagonist to get to that new life, which is working on the case.)

The “transition” from the single case to the double case, although ultimately not temporal,
can be represented in terms of time, as a process, and usually is, for greater clarity. In Foucault’s
Pendulum, for example, Eco explains it this way: “the point where there is no longer any
difference between developing the habit of pretending to believe and developing the habit of
believing” (386); “we were slowly assuming the natural reserve of those who possess a secret”
(418). And Auster also attempts to break it down for us, chart it on a neat chronological
continuum: “I had been pretending to write a book for too long now, and little by little I had
forgotten my purpose™ (340). However, the process of the single event becoming double is not a
process of multiplication, of difference, but of the total identification of the two Mébius “sides”
of the event. If we go back to the analogy of the Mébius strip, we always see one “side” before
we see the other, but that doesn’t mean that there is a temporal process whereby the first side
becomes the second; what we cannot see is the simultaneity of the two “sides,” which have
coincided all along. The first does not go anywhere to leave us with the second. Instead, there is
only one, doubled “side,” which includes both. The whole point is that the moment of transition
(ty, if you will) from one Mébius side to the other, or from pretending to believe to believing,

does not exist; it is a negative event, since there is no measurable change. The observable
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behavior of the characters does not reflect any change; the change in their reasons for doing an
action does not change the action itself. Let’s take the person from Searle’s example again (who
must be very tired of gedanken walking by now): he is, again, taking a walk in the park, when
suddenly he changes his mind and decides to go to the museum instead; however, the museum
conveniently happens to be in the same direction he was going anyway, so he continues to walk
without any observable change. (In the same way, in Calvino’s story “The Chase” there is no
observable change when the car chase “becomes™ a traffic jam.) For simulation to begin (or to
end), nothing need change physically; what has changed is not the act the person is performing,
but his own interpretation of this act, his intention, the purpose behind it. The event is now
doubled. But, to complicate things, he was walking in the direction of the museum all along: he
justdidn’t know it. Does this mean, then, that he has finally “discovered” the true purpose
behind his walk? Was there something o know (the walk to the museum) before he knew it
(before he decided to go to the museum)?** In Auster’s universe, the “discovery” of the “true”
nature of the case is of this kind. White always was Black, even though at the moment of this
discovery he also “became” Black, adding temporality to the mix.

Consider this example as applied to Oedipus: he is going (that is, taking a walk) in one
direction, thinking that “away from Corinth™ means “away from his father,” when he discovers
that “away from Corinth” in fact means “toward his father.” In other words, the same “walk”
means first one thing, then another. The meaning of the action has changed without any change
in the action itself.*® Oedipus knows that he is walking, but he doesn’t know whether he is
walking away or toward.* The question of whether he could have known the meaning of his

actions (i.e., that he is not simply taking a walk but going to the museum) is the question of
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agency. And agency (dare we say “free will"'?) seems to be a temporal problem: whether there is
any way for a person in this Oedipus-via-Searle predicament to detect the “true purpose” behind
his walk earlier. In other words, it seems that he cannot predict the change in his purpose before
he decides to change his purpose (though his behavior remains the same). And since prediction
is nothing but temporal detection, we are back to the question of detecting simulation, of
guessing at the existence of one Mébius side from the other.

Auster’s characters find themselves in exactly the same position: deprived of interiority,
they can only observe their own actions from the outside: “Nevertheless, as time wore on he
[Quinn] found himself doing a good imitation of a man preparing to go out. . . . It was not until
he had his hand on the doorknob that he began to suspect what he was doing. . . . ‘I seem to have
arrived,” he said to himself. . . . ‘If all this is really happening,” he said, ‘then I must keep my
eyes open’” (14-15). If Quinn had his own Chinese room, he would have been positioned
outside, watching himself converse in a language he does not know; he is his own observer, a
“neutral bystander” (177), rather than a subject transparent to himself. In this, Auster follows in
Hawthome’s footsteps, explicitly (209) and implicitly invoking the story “Wakefield,” in which
Hawthome’s protagonist also follows his own actions with the curiosity of an outside observer:
“Habit—for he is a man of habits—takes him by the hand, and guides him, wholly unaware, to his
own door, where, just at the critical moment, he is aroused by the scraping of his foot upon the
step. Wakefield! whither are you going?” (77). Like Auster’s Quinn, Wakefield tends to notice
what he is doing, rather than intend to do it. Everything he does is, as the narrator says,
“unpremeditated””: “He ascends the steps . . . but he knows it not” (80). He needs to see what he

is doing first, and then, like Quinn, interpret his own actions, “Oh, so this is what [ am doing,
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then!” To describe this kind of alienation from oneself, one of Auster’s characters comes to the
following dreary conclusion: “We exist for ourselves, perhaps, and at times we even have a
glimmer of who we are, but in the end we can never be sure, and as our lives go on, we become
more and more opaque to ourselves, more and more aware of our own incoherence. No one can
cross the boundary into another—for the simple reason that no one can gain access to himself”’
(292).* More specifically, Auster is interested in the action which is as opaque to its doer as it is
to an outside observer, or, more precisely, the action whose doer can relate to only as an outside
observer.

One of Auster’s main characters, Fanshawe, is a virtual double of Wakefield; like him,
Fanshawe leaves without explanation: “The man wanted to leave, and he left” (282). “In some
old magazine or newspaper,” Hawthorne’s narrator begins, “I recollect a story, told as truth, of a
man-let us call him Wakefield-who absented himself for a long time from his wife” (75). Right
away, we are alerted to the fact that the expression “as truth” has replaced “truth,” introducing us
to a semiotic environment receptive to simulation. Also, “Wakefield” is not the true name of the
man: or it might be, but we don’t know for sure. It is implied that the name is arbitrarily chosen
(“let us call him Wakefield™), while at the same time there is nothing to prevent it from still
being his true name, since we would normally call somebody named Wakefield by the name
“Wakefield” (we just wouldn’t make a conscious decision to do so: we would do it without
pointing out that that is what we are doing). In other words, we are introduced to an ambiguity
where “let us call him Wakefield, because we don’t want to reveal his true name” and “let us call
him Wakefield, because that is his name” become two equally valid propositions superimposed

on each other, since the possible reasons for why we would call him Wakefield are left out,
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leaving us with “let us call him Wakefield: the act itself, without an explanation. The name, the
identity of Wakefield, is doubled from the beginning.

This ambiguity continues throughout the story. The narrator tells us that Wakefield left
“under pretence of going a journey” (75). But what he actually did, under the cover of this false
pretense, was in fact go on a journey (albeit a shorter one than expected; or, rather, shorter in
terms of distance but significantly longer in terms of time, making it impossible to say whether
the “real” trip is shorter or longer than the “cover-up” trip). In other words, while pretending to
be going away, he is actually going away. Again, the two acts are superimposed on each other;
they are in fact the same act. Nevertheless, one can still assume that this single act has two
different reasons, so that the reason for Wakefield's “official” trip is used to cover up the reason
for his “real” trip. However, this is not the case either, since neither trip has a reason. Wakefield
never tells his wife the reason for his “official” trip: “He has informed Mrs. Wakefield that he is
to take the night coach into the country. She would fain inquire the length of his journey, its
object, and the probable time of his return; but, indulgent to his harmless love of mystery,
interrogates him only by a look™ (76). Not his act, but his “pretense” becomes suspect, since in
both cases (true and false trip) his wife is not given a reason. But, more than that, he doesn’t give
his wife a reason because he doesn’t have one himself: he leaves “without the shadow of a reason
for such self-banishment” (75). So when the narrator advises Wakefield to tell the truth, “if thou
wilt be wise, get thee home to good Mrs. Wakefield, and tell her the truth” (77), we know this
would be impossible for Wakefield, since he doesn’t know the truth. He doesn’t know what it is
that he wants to cover up, and his sole purpose is to pretend to have a secret in order to have a

secret. But there is no secret: the only secret is the pretense itself, or rather pretending that there
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is a pretense. The trip is not a secret from his wife but “a secret from himself” (77-78). If
anything prevents him from going back, “he does not know it” (78).

It is not that he doesn’t want to know the reasons for his own actions; on the contrary, he
tries very hard to understand what he is doing: “In the morning he rises earlier than usual, and
sets himself to consider what he really means to do. Such are his loose and rambling modes of
thought that he has taken this very singular step [his disappearance] with the consciousness of a
purpose, indeed, but without being able to define it sufficiently for his own contemplation” (77).
In his search for a reason, he looks inside himself (“his eyes . . . sometimes wander
apprehensively about him, but oftener seem to look inward™ [79]), but doesn’t seem to find
anything inside that would be an answer, an explanation of the outside, of what he observes
himself doing. The only thing he can see when he looks inside is that there is nothing to see:
“[the] strangeness of his life is revealed to him at a glance” (79). This is again an ambiguous
statement: if “strangeness” is defined as that which cannot be explained/revealed, then what is
“revealed” to him is that nothing is revealed; he takes that extra Cartesian step of defining his life
as undefinable.

For both Fanshawe and Wakefield, there is no explanation of the act other than the act
itself: “In the end, their statements [of the people who knew Fanshawe] only confirmed that what
happened could not possibly have happened . . . a purely irrational act, a thing totally out of
character, a contradiction of everything Fanshawe had been up to the moment he vanished”
(333). (This is, among other things, another example of the idea that what has happened so far is
not an indication of what will happen next.) And we find an almost identical passage in

Hawthorne: “With a cold but not depraved nor wandering heart, and a mind never feverish with
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riotous thoughts, nor perplexed with originality, who could have anticipated that our friend
would entitle himself to a foremost place among the doers of eccentric deeds? Had his
acquaintances been asked, who was the man in London the surest to perform nothing to-day
which should be remembered on the morrow, they would have thought of Wakefield” (76). He
has unexpectedly done something eccentric, but what is “eccentric” if not doing the unexpected?
Even though everyone is “deceived,” both Fanshawe and Wakefield are absolved of the suspicion
that their actions are deceptive, since deception would be defined as the difference between their
knowledge of their actions and everybody else’s knowledge, and such difference does not exist.
In this sense, The New York Trilogy is much closer to Hawthorne’s story than to any
detective story; having a detective investigate the disappearance of Fanshawe would be like
sending a detective after Wakefield. Even finding the man will not “solve” the case, because the
reasons behind his disappearance will remain unclear, even to himself. The suspicion that he
knows the true intention behind his actions but he refuses to tell anyone is the thing which
artificially endows his actions with meaning from the “outside.” As Hawthore’s narrator
implies, inside knowledge is not reliable: “We know, each for himself, that none of us would
perpetrate such a folly, yet feel as if some other might” (75). In this case, knowledge from the
“outside,” knowledge not of ourselves but of the “other” seems more truthful, since, while
Wakefield could not have sﬁspected what he was about to do, an external observer might have.
Wakefield's actions do not seem to be internally motivated; no meaning comes from the “inside.”
We cannot say that he disappears on purpose, since his action is clearly unplanned. At the same
time, to say that Wakefield (or Fanshawe) disappears by chance or against his will would be a

shaky argument, since his action is quite deliberate. In the end, it is impossible to say how much
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Fanshawe and Wakefield know about their own actions, and this ambiguity is reflected in
Hawthome’s narration: “He [Wakefield] had contrived, or rather he had happened, to dissever
himself from the world” (79). Is the action contrived or accidental? At no point does the
narrator commit to an answer.*

If Wakefield's action surprises everyone else, it also surprises himself. He doesn’t know
what his next action will be, or what the meaning of the things he did before was. This is the
affliction of Auster’s characters as well: “The visa stamps in my passport, for example; my
airplane ticket, my hotel bill, and so on. These things prove to me that I remained in Paris for
more than a month. But that is very different from remembering” (345).* As Baudrillard says,
“freedom has been obliterated, liquidated by liberation; truth has been supplanted by
verification” (Vital 47), and “no truth can withstand being verified” (llusion 2). When memory
has been replaced by a hotel bill, it is the job of the detective to translate the hotel bill into the
events it signifies, to study the external clues to reveal the internal reality (“the Gods have
immediate knowledge of invisible and mortal things, but men must ‘proceed by clues’”
[Alcmeon, qtd. in Eco, Semiotics 26]).® Auster’s novels closely approximate the detective genre
but at the same time undermine the possibility of detection by showing that the “case” is not a
process of revealing the “truth” but rather a process of discovering that there is none, or, even,
the process of establishing the absence of truth as a truth, and in this sense creating a truth. As
we shall see, all of these things make Auster’s novels as far removed from the detective genre as
simulation is from reality.

There are detective stories which at first glance approximate simulation as it appears in

Auster. For example, in Arthur Conan Doyle's story “The Red-Headed League,” a character by
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the name of Mr. Wilson is hired to perform an obviously meaningless task, copying the
Encyclopedia Britannica (and not leaving the building), for a lot of money. At first, Holmes is
not even sure there is a “case”: “there is room for doubt whether any positive crime has been
committed. As far as I have heard, it is impossible for me to say whether the present case is an
instance of crime or not” (54). In Auster’s universe, things would remain that way; when this
happens in a traditional detective story, however, we know there is a *“solution,” a hidden reason,
an evil plan, for which the meaningless task serves as a cover: “I want to find out about them,”
says Mr. Wilson, “and who they are, and what their object was in playing this prank” (63).® And
Holmes doesn’t fail to uncover the plot and provide an explanation: “it was perfectly obvious
from the first that the only possible object of this rather fantastic business of the advertisement of
the League, and the copying of the Encyclopedia, must be to get this not over-bright pawnbroker
out of the way for a number of hours every day” (72). The criminals are indeed criminals and
their “object” is nothing more complicated than robbing a bank.

In Auster’s novels, however, the “case” the protagonist is hired to work on is not a cover
for something else; the case is all there is (and, of course, the case is never resolved to reveal a

e” purpose behind it). In this sense, Auster’s detective is in a position which resembles that

of Dr. Watson rather than that of Holmes: “Here I had heard what he had heard, I had seen what
he had seen, and yet from his words it was evident that he saw clearly not only what had
happened, but what was about to happen, while to me the whole business was still confused and
grotesque” (67). Watson is like Wakefield, or Blue, in that neither the past nor the future makes
sense to him; he stays in the present and on the surface. In a sense, the present is the surface,

because the hidden purpose can appear only before or after the cover-up, not simultaneously with
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it: while pretending to be doing something, the criminals must actually do it, though for a short
period of time, and when their plan is exposed, it is only because of what happened before (their
4 reputation as criminals) or what will happen after (the robbing of the bank). In between these
temporal zones, they indeed are doing what they pretend to be doing, which is paying Mr. Wilson
to copy the encyclopedia. In fact, while this apparently meaningless action is going on, it does
not seem to stand in for anything else; it is only when the action is interrupted (when Mr.
Wilson’s services are no longer needed) that the investigation begins, to find out what it is that is
hidden behind the scheme, the “why” of the scheme (and the “why” is always a temporal
concept, because purpose is something which refers to the future, not the present).* In
simulation, on the other hand, a “why” is temporally impossible, simply because the “cover-up”
continues to infinity without leading to anything else, to “the truth.” That is why, unlike Holmes,
Watson would be the proper hero of simulation, and a story in which Watson is right (and
Holmes is wrong to suspect a cover-up) would be a story of simulation. “What did Wakefield
mean by disappearing?” would be a meaningless question, since there would be no meaning
separate from the act of disappearance (or no intention behind the fact of copying Encyclopedia
Britannica).

In a world based on what Baudrillard would call the “reality principle,” the truth is hidden
but detectable through clues, things that inadvertently point to something which is not there
(rather than something which is, the way the mirror image works). In detective fiction, for
example, where the most simplified and clear-cut structure of clues and reality, appearance and
essence is found, signs work to expose the hidden, the true.”! As Ginzburg puts it, the detective

endeavor is “the leap from apparently insignificant facts, which could be observed, to a complex
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reality which . . . could not” (89).2 In Observation and Objectivity, Harold Brown gives this
example: “a case in which the letter opener is completely covered by paper, but I recognize its
location because of a slight bulge in the paper. . . . [This is how] scientists observe one item by
seeing another” (92).” This is, Manetti tells us, “the principle of Anaxagoras (according to
which the visible allows us to see the invisible)” (44). Another example Brown cites is the
nature of stars: our knowledge of the stars is derived from what we see, which is not the stars but
little dots of light. On the other hand, “the ancient concept of a star fit what was seen” (Brown
94), which means that it didn’t interpret the surface appearance but only gave it a name.>* This is
what Brown calls “non-epistemic seeing” (80), as well as what Holmes has in mind when he tells
Watson, “You have not observed. And yet you have seen” (qtd. in Caprettini 137).>* To see the
underlying object despite (or, rather, because of) the visible object is the basic strategy of the
detective novel, which is based on “the assumption that the fact that is obscure by nature is
linked to the evident fact in such a way that what is evident could not exist if the non-perceived
fact were not what it is revealed to be” (Manetti 110). In this world of appearances, the detective
has “the capacity to leap from the known to the unknown by inference (on the basis of clues)”
(Ginzburg 110). The semiotic function of clues is best described by Gian Paolo Caprettini in his
essay “Peirce, Holmes, Popper,” where he talks about “{t]he traditional distinction between sign
and symptom, based on artificiality, arbitrariness, and conventionality in the case of the former,
and on naturality, non-arbitrariness, and motivation in the case of the latter” (137-38). The
symptom, we observe, would be the clue; it is something which does not belong in the world
order as we see it but is *“a possible symptom of another reality” (139). Caprettini shows us,

however, that this distinction collapses in structures of simulation:
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The inherent difficulties of such an approach [a rigid distinction between sign and
symptom] appear especially when dealing with cases of simulation, that is,
voluntary production of symptoms. Think, for instance, of a footprint on a beach.
Even if it appears as an evident case of a ‘natural sign,’ there is a chance that,
under particular circumstances, it could be intentionally produced in order to lead
any investigation astray. It depends upon the interpretative hypothesis, upon the
detective’s (motivated) choice to consider it as either a sign or as a symptom.
(138)
In Auster’s novel The Locked Room, the protagonist/detective is faced with a similar situation
when he receives a letter from a person he believes to be dead. The letter is not signed, and that,
instead of throwing doubt on its authenticity, serves to convince the “detective” that the letter is
real: “There could be any number of reasons for the name to be left out, and the more I thought
about it, the more clearly I saw that this was precisely why the letter should be considered
genuine. A prankster would make a special point of including the name, but the real person
would not think twice about it: only someone not out to deceive would have the self-assurance to
make such an apparent mistake” (282). This is similar to the familiar trope whereby we have
clues too obvious to be true, and they invite a suspicion of a set-up; in other words, the clues
point not to what they point to, but to the fact that somebody wanted them to do that.* The clues
are no longer symptoms of something hidden, but signs of something apparent. Even in the case
where the clues were faked, they still cannot be misleading, only leading. In simulation, we
don’t have clues anymore, in the sense of surface appearances suggesting a hidden reality; we
have only not-clues (things that we’ve established are not clues, not symptoms but signs). In this
sense, simulation is the negative event whereby we discover that the clues we have are not clues.

Have we then discovered a meaningful entity? Can we say that we have the clue of “not-clues”

the same way Descartes discovered the certainty of “not-certainties™? The answer is very much a
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yes. Or, in other words, having discovered that something is not reality, we call this negativity
“simulation.”

Detective fiction can get as far as the non-reality stage, but not as far as simulation (as far
as the negative but without reaching the positive definition of that negation), since it keeps
treating simulation as an illusion, as something susceptible to detection. A phrase we find in a
passage from Peirce, “An expression . . . of hypocrisy” (qtd. in Sebeok, “You Know My Method”
38), niéely summarizes the problem of detective fiction and how its resources are insufficient to
uncover simulation, precisely because it looks for scmething to “uncover.” The detective method
can see how the “expression of hypocrisy” is false, but it cannot see how it is true. What it sees
is the deception of a man wearing a mask, not the truth of a man who needs deception. But, as
Manetti says, “[ilmages are always true” (115). If the expression is one of hypocrisy, then it is
true to the essence of the man, and in that sense it is not an expression of hypocrisy. (This is
simply another way of expressing the ancient paradox of the Cretans who are all liars.”")

Auster’s version is “a man named White, who is obviously not the man he appears to be” (162).
But he obviously is the man he appears to be, since from his appearance we can see that he is not
the man he pretends to be; his appearance tells us the truth. Calvino makes the same point in the
story “World Memory™: “Only in a superficial sense can lies be said to exclude the truth; you will
be aware that in many cases lies-the patient’s lies to the psychoanalyst, for example, are justas
revealing as the truth, if not more so” (Numbers 139). Only “in a superficial sense” can we say
that the little dots of light are hiding the stars from us by pretending to be stars. On the contrary,
in a universe governed by the “reality principle,” they are the only way to get to the truth (and in

the universe of simulation, they are the truth).

249



Simulation does not allow symptoms, since nothing remains to be revealed undemeath
that which is already visible. However, it is essential for simulation that we don’t know that. If
reality is hidden because it is obvious, as obvious as that which is false, then reality is as obvious
as the illusion, and therefore it is still hidden as reality. Bogard, following Baudrillard, talks
about “simulation, which in its highest form is pure exposure (ob-scenity), nothing secret,
nothing hidden, nothing left to interpretation or the imagination” (331), and Levin, also following
Baudrillard, agrees: “There are no longer any secrets, or illusions of interiority” (274).%
However, we would object to the implication that simulation has any less interiority than reality
does (or they both equally lack it). Simulation is completely realistic, right down to the illusions
of interiority; it is not “excessive” reality, but just the right amount of reality to make it realistic,
not “overdone.” The question arises of how simulation “knows” which signs would be realistic
(and this question was also raised in the film The Matrix in roughly these terms: how do they
know what chicken tastes like to simulate the taste of chicken?). The answer seems to be in the
internal consistency of simulation: after all, it is only the internal consistency of reality that
makes it “real”; the “truth” of reality is structural.®® As Eco says, “the problem of knowledge . . .
[can] be resolved only in linguistic terms, that is to say, in terms of coherency among
propositions” (Kant 69). This is a formal requirement that can easily be reproduced without any
reference to the content of reality; any simulation as internally consistent as reality will be reality.
Itis not difficult to guess which signs must be simulated in order to make the simulation
convincing: any signs will do, as long as they are consistent among themselves. In other words,
if the illusion takes the form of interiority, we don’t need interiority to have a content (just as we

can perfectly well say “no” (in content) to simulation and yet mean “yes” (in form); as in the self-
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fulfilling prophecy, the “form” is the importance of the circumstances of the utterance itself, the
position of the words relative to other words, not to a referent).* It is the unavoidable
assumption of a referent (depth, metaphoricity) that creates a problem when we encounter what
Cavell calls the “literality” whereby words “seem willfully to thwart comprehension; and time
after time we discover that their meaning has been missed only because it was so utterly
bare—totally, therefore unnoticeably, in view” (119).5 (Notice the temptation to use the word
“willfully” here: this is the same problem as the suspicion that someone is manipulating our
actions, that someone knows what we don’t know about ourselves.) In this way, the detective
story is a foil to simulation, illustrating what simulation is not, or, rather, what simulation would
have been without our participation, what the “system” would have been without us in it. If we
could position ourselves as outside observers independent of the system, we would be in the
position of the detective who investigates the crime without participating in it: significantly,
Auster’s detective is always an integral part of the case, though not the case he thinks he is
investigating.

Before we approach the question of why Auster’s novels are about simulation, let’s see
what’s wrong with calling them detective stories; or, before we can see why the clues don’t
work®, let’s see how they are supposed to work. Since the detective story takes place ina
“reality principle” universe, even if we grant the difficulty of recognizing the *“symptom” right
away, we still understand that the “reality principle” structure remains intact®® and there is a
stable difference between sign and symptom.* In other words, the detective story does not
operate within the realm of simulation, but within the realm of illusion: “[T]he detective story

can be defined as a tale which consists of the production of symptoms [clues)” (Caprettini 136).
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And the significance of the clues is proportional to their incongruity; or, rather, .whatever seems
incongruous is a clue.*° As Truzzi notes, “Holmes recommends special inspection of the unique
and unusual details present in the situation” (65). Anything out of the ordinary, anything that
doesn’t fit in, falls within the category of a “symptom’ and reveals a hidden reality. In the words
of Holmes himself, “[s])ingularity is almost invariably a clue. The more featureless and
commonplace a crime is, the more difficult is it to bring home” (qtd in Truzzi 65); the ultimate
featureless and commonplace crime, one supposes, would no longer be a crime. Any incongruity
in the initial “story” of the crime stands out and leads to a resolution, the resolution being a new
version of reality in which the same detail would not stand out, would not be a clue anymore but
would fit perfectly into its now “commonplace” environment. As Caprettini says, “in the realm
of the detective story, ro qualify a given datum as a ‘fact’ means to say that a symptom has been
already and once and for all transformed into a sign” (145). The symptom (of another reality)
has become a fact (of this reality). The lack of coherence between the initial symptom and its
surrounding reality has been resolved into a reality with a higher level of coherence, a reality
which now incorporates the object or event which was its symptom before.

The higher degree of coherence incorporates previously incoherent elements; as Aristotle
says “it stands to reason that things should also happen against reason” (Poetics 72). Consider
this example from Calvino’s story “Crystals™: “I wanted to persuade myself that these were only
apparent flaws, that they were all part of a much vaster regular structure, in which every
asymmetry we thought we observed really corresponded to a network of symmetries so
complicated that we couldn’t comprehend it, and I tried to calculate how many billions of sides

and dihedral comers this labyrinthine crystal must have, this hypercrystal that included within

252



itself crystals and non-crystals” (T Zero 43). This super-crystal would be a structure
incorporating both order and disorder; for every “flaw” (symptom) there must be a larger
structure which can incorporate it as a sign, so that it will no longer be an exception but part of
the rule, the pattern. In the hypercrystal, incongruity becomes a pattern (just as the
uneventfulness becomes an event for Holmes); rather than disrupt the reality around it, it
becomes one. In other words, the “case” of incongruity is.solved.

Incongruity is indispensable to the detective genre: there always is the small giveaway
detail, the flaw in the cover-up story, the “singularity.” In Auster’s novels, however, it is
impossible to determine whether something is a “singularity” or not: “In other words,” Blue asks
himself after following Black into a restaurant and observing Black’s conversation with a
woman, “is the meeting with the woman a smoke-screen or the real thing? Is it a part of the case
or not, is it an essential or contingent fact? Blue ponders these questions for a while and
concludes that it’s too early to tell. Yes, it could be one thing, he tells himself. But it could also
be another” (183).% Blue is unable to determine whether this event in Black’s life is “part of the
case” because he is not sure whether this event was part of Black’s life at all: Blue cannot decide
if the event was staged for his own benefit or not. If not, then it would be a legitimate clue. If
yes, then it would still tell the truth: not the truth about Black’s activities, but the truth about
Black’s awareness of Blue’s activities. Blue is never certain how much the “experiment” has
been influenced by the “observer,” or, in other words, to what extent the case is about the
detective. For that matter, he suspects that Black himself is not an individual person but a person
simulated especially for him: “Blue believes the only logical explanation is that Black is not one

man but several. Two, three, four look-alikes who play the role of Black for Blue’s benefit, each
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one putting in his allotted time and then going back to the comforts of hearth and home” (203).
While the traditional detective is faced with the question of whether something is a clue, Auster’s
detective is faced with the question of whether something is a case. It is never clear whether a
“case” exists or not, since there is no crime, no victim, and no evidence.” The difference
between the detective story and simulation is, to use Baudrillard’s words, “the transition from the
determined sphere of the sign to the indeterminacy of the code” (Selected 127).% Since the
“code” is never “cracked” to reveal reality, it is impossible to find “evidence” of reality.
(Baudrillard says that “it is now impossible to isolate the process of the real, or to prove the real”
[Selected 179]).)

However, saying this would still leave us at the negative stage of establishing the “not-
reality” without taking the further Cartesian step of giving it a name, of saying that what we have
is still evidence: it is evidence of itself. In this sense, what is impossible is not finding evidence,
but escaping evidence. In Must We Mean What We Say? Stanley Cavell analyzes Beckett’s
Endgame and comes to the conclusion that the words of each character in the play “are not so
much what the character wishes to say as they are what he cannot help saying, the result not of
expression but of failed suppression” (159). In other words, the characters cannot escape the
suspicion of an underlying, suppressed reality; they can’t help saying meaningful things: “The
discovery of Endgame, both in topic and technique, is not the failure of meaning (if that means
the lack of meaning) but its total, even totalitarian success—our inability not to mean what we are
given to mean. . . . Solitude, emptiness, nothingness, meaninglessness, silence—these are not the
givens of Beckett’s characters but their goal” (117, 156). They live in a world of surface signs

which keep being turned into symptoms against their will. In the words of Baudrillard, even a

254



“pure signifier, without a signified, signifying itself” can inadvertently assume meaning, become
“[a] signified despite itself” (Selected 10). In simulation, everything would mean something,
namely, itself. A sign can always be suspected of being a symptom, even though it is not,
because all we can see of the symptom is the surface sign.%® The sign, like the tip of an iceberg,
is the evidence of the symptom, or, more precisely, both the sign and the symptom would be the
tip of the iceberg, but the symptom would be the assumption that there is more iceberg
underneath. Appearance is all the evidence we have of essence; meaninglessness is all the
available evidence of meaning: “This is the logic of signifiers which produces the ‘evidence’ of
the ‘reality’ of the signified and the referent” (Baudrillard, Selected 103). It is not that the hidden
reality has produced the symptom we see and interpret as part of it, but it is the symptom that
retrospectively has produced the reality we infer from it, since this reality does not exist outside
of its symptoms. In his discussion of simulation, Baudrillard in effect acknowledges Beckett’s
problem: “Ambivalence lies in wait for the most accomplished systems. . . . These systems, even
when they are based on a radical indeterminism (the loss of meaning), become once more the
prey of meaning” (Selected 123). If at any point reality doesn’t seem to have meaning, we just
suspect that the meaning is deeper than we thought. We never give up on meaning; we always
interpret the footprint as a symptom rather than as a sign, and with that same gesture we create
reality from simulation. If nobody comes, then we know it’s Godot. Or, as Auster says, “if he’s
no one, then he must be Fanshawe” (348).” This situation comes up in all three novels,
including City of Glass, where Quinn is following a man named Stillman: “it was possible that
Stillman had known all along that he would be watched~had even known it in advance-and

therefore had not taken the trouble to discover who the particular watcher was. If being followed
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was a certainty, what did it matter? A watcher, once discovered, could always be replaced by
another” (74). In other words, if Stillman appears not to know he is being followed, it is because
he already knows; Stillman’s apparent lack of awareness cannot deceive Quinn about his
awareness, and in fact proves it.

The reading of presence into absence is also the reading of the system’s intentions into
our actions, the pronoun substitution through which we lose our freedom of action. As Butler
explains, “the other’s absence is only a deliberate strategy on her part in order to win the game”
(116). And Sebeok gives the following example: “when the shrewd Austrian maneuverer of the
Holy Alliance, Prince Metternich, died in 1859, diplomats everywhere kept asking, ‘What do you
suppose he meant by it?"” (Culture Signs 89). As Baudrillard says, “[t}he game . . . is based on
the hypothesis that everything can be put into play” (Seduction 135). This is how we interpret
the “system” as well: if the system doesn’t exist, this is obviously one of its ploys to get us to
think that it doesn’t exist.” And it’s obviously successful. The system may not exist, but it is
nevertheless winning the game. What simulation needs is our involvement; it needs to be
mediated through our agency. It is not enough for simulation to do something: it needs us to
believe that it is doing something. If we are manipulated, this is not simulation; but if we think
we might be manipulated so subtly that we can find no evidence of it, that is simulation’s way of
getting us into the game, of forcing us to make a move, to take an action, and that action is the
creation of simulation itself. Or, more simply, simulation is that “whose very absence is its
proof” (Butler 129). As Baudrillard says, “simulation . . . can never be unmasked, since it isn’t
false either” (Selected 168).

Claiming to “unmask” reality, the detective method alerts us to its own inefficiency in
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detecting simulation, precisely because of its efficiency in detecting illusion. The method is
useful if we are dealing with a false appearance and an underlying truth, but useless when we are
dealing with simulation, because simulation, not being “false,” has no clues to tell us that it is not
false. As we saw earlier, clues can exist only in a false environment, whose falsity we infer from
the fact that the “clues” are incongruous with it. But a “true” environment cannot be proven.”? In
other words, it is much easier to prove that there is an underlying reality than to prove that there
isn’t one. It is much more difficult to prove a negative event than a positive one. Consider again
the Chinese room experiment. It is very easy (theoretically at least) to prove that the person
inside the room knows Chinese. He just needs to produce the evidence which would convince
us: he just needs to do what a native Chinese person can easily do, pretend to speak Chinese. It
would be impossible, however, to convince us beyond doubt that the person in the room doesn’t
know Chinese. If he doesn’t speak it, that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t know how. The
evidence he gives (silence) is something a native Chinese person is also capable of. For a
Chinese person, the fact that he knows Chinese doesn’t contradict the fact of his silence, and we
can infer the same about anyone else. Silence is inconclusive.” It is much easier to fake
knowledge than to fake the absence of knowledge, because the absence of knowledge is in fact
only the absence of the manifestation of knowledge, and that can have multiple causes, the
absence of knowledge being only one of them. An alternative (doubled) cause of the same effect
(silence) can be the unwillingness of the person to reveal this knowledge. Or, as Eco says about
one of his characters, “he was the only one who knew he didn’t know it [the secret]” (Foucault’s
Pendulum 460). And while his silence means one thing to him (the truth), it means exactly the

opposite to everyone else (a deception): “His reticence about the final truth guaranteed the truth
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of its premises” (455).” The denial simulates the existence of the secret reality it denies; the
negative event acquires a positive content. The difference between necessary silence (he doesn’t
know) and motivated silence (he doesn’t want to tell) is exactly zero.” It is the same as the
difference between the absence of a move and the move of being deliberately absent. The
presence of intention is not detectable, simply because the absence of intention would produce
identical evidence. (We can recall Rosencrantz, and how the fact that he doesn’t have the letter
doesn’t prove that he has lost it.)

The problem of freedom now seems more complicated: the man in the Chinese room is
free to know Chinese, but he is not free not to, and Eco’s character is free to know the secret, but
he doesn’t have an option not to know it, because his denial would only prove that there is
something to deny; his “can’t” directly generates his “doesn’t want to.” This would be a freedom
very different from the one Davidson describes: “It is natural to suppose that an action that one is
free to perform is an action that one is also free not to perform” (74).” In simulation, however,
one is not free not to perform. As Baudrillard says, “We are no longer free not to will” (Perfect
12). The freedom of embracing the inevitable allows one not to embrace it (in one’s mind), but it
doesn’t allow one not to perform the action which looks like one is embracing it. The “no” is
again, structurally, a “yes.” The negativity takes on the appearance of positivity. In simulation,
we constantly find ourselves in the role of Exupéry’s king in Le Petit Prince, who is free to
command anything to happen but is never free to command things not to happen (see Chapter
Three, note 38). In a perfect Exupéry scenario, “most of the time we can will only what has
already come to fruition” (Baudrillard, Perfect 12). To borrow Eco’s tortoise again, while the

tortoise cannot fly but is obviously free to walk, whether it is free not to walk is another
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question.” It is doubtful whether we can use any words associated with freedom or agency (such
as “it wants to walk” or “it is trying to walk™) to describe the walking, because “the word
“trying”. . . suggests some sort of conscious effort, some sort of possibility that there might also
be a state of ‘not trying’*’ (Pratchett, Reaper Man 200). In the game of simulation we are free to
make any move but we are not free not to make a move, because not making a move will also be
seen as a move, a move, as we see from Cavell’s analysis of Endgame, which can never be
proven: “Here is at least one possible endgame other than the act of ending the story: I call; there
is no answer. But this ending is unclear. The problem seems to be that there is no way of
knowing there is no answer, no way of knowing the call was heard, and therefore unanswered”
(146). The unanswered call does not necessarily mean that there is no one, but that there is
someone who doesn’t want to play; in this case, leaving the game is the highest degree of upping
the ante, and absence is the most tangible, manipulative presence. Another example would be
Eco’s accusation: “how can you be so wicked as to make me believe you don’t exist?”
(Foucault’s Pendulum 506). The “other” does not need to play in order to play; if the other does
not exist, what we see is simply that he doesn’t play, so we assume that he doesn’t want to play,
and therefore he exists (while making the clever move of not making a move to cover this up).”™
This is where the detective method fails. It would be successful if there was intention
motivating the events, if the events were actions, but in the absence of intention the failure to
detect one doesn’t mean anything. In this sense, Dupin’s criticism of the police in “The
Purloined Letter” can be applied to Dupin as well: “Had the letter been deposited within the
range of their [the police’s] search, these fellows would, beyond a question, have found it” (230).

But as the method they apply is not suited to the method the criminal is using (“to conceal this
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letter, the Minister had resorted to the comprehensive and sagacious expedient of not attempting
to conceal it at all” [234]), and the strategy of finding the letter does not match the strategy of
hiding the letter, the police naturally fail to uncover it, precisely because they are looking to
“uncover” something and therefore miss that which lies exposed in front of them. While the
police are looking for a hidden essence behind a true appearance (they assume the letter they find
will look exactly like the letter that was lost), we can say that Dupin’s method would have the
same shortcomings when it comes to simulation, because it seeks to expose an essence hidden
underneath a false appearance (however deceptively obvious). If anything, Dupin confirms the
basic premise of the traditional detective method, which is that the essence is different from its
appearance; in simulation, however, hidden essence and false appearance are not things you want
to bet on, because essence and appearance tend to coincide.

As Dupin’s solution of the mystery of the letter follows the traditional detective method,
it is naturally based on an inconsistency of the “clue” with the rest of the “reality”: “But, then, the
radicalness of these differences [between the letter he finds and the description of the lost letter],
which was excessive; the dirt; the soiled and torn condition of the paper, so inconsistent with the
true methodical habits of D~, and so suggestive of a design to delude the beholder into an idea of
the worthlessness of the document” (235) [italics not mine]. The small detail that gives away the
shortcomings of the detective method itself is the word “true,” which is emphasized here; if we
are dealing with a simulation, rather than illusion, there would be no difference but only
consistency between the appearance and the “truth.” In other words, to create a perfect,
inviolable simulation, the minister will have to simulate more than one thing (the letter), and

change his “habits” as well.” Simulation is above all a totality of facts, rather than individual,
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conflicting illusions; it simulates not only the effects but the causes as well. If the letter looks
dirty (effect) and that doesn’t match the methodical habits of the minister (cause), the illusion is
easily compromised. Illusion can be defined as an effect without a cause; simulation, on the
other hand, includes both. As we saw in the last chapter, simulation is all-inclusive; it does not
distinguish between more and less important events, and everything is relevant to it. If one thing
is to be simulated, then everything must be simulated. This means that it doesn’t leave any clues,
aclue being an exception, a discordant effect without a cause.

The totality of cause and effect, or the lack thereof, can be seen in the movie called The
13" Floor (which, even though it is neither a good movie nor a good example of simulation, can
be a good example of why its simulation fails), where the characters inhabit the simulation of a
city. They eventually discover that this is a simulation when they get to the end of the city, where
the illusion disintegrates and instead of buildings they see only computer-generated grid lines,
like empty drawing paper which proves that the rest of the city is just a drawing.*®. The creators
of this imperfect simulation have put much effort into designing the downtown area of the city,
where the characters are expected to spend all of their oblivious lives, and none into finishing the
outside fringes of the city, which are not essential. In other words, the simulation in the movie is
selective, focused on a specific illusion created for the benefit of the characters alone. In this
way, it clearly betrays its intention to deceive, and, by allowing itself to have an intention, makes
it possible for that intention to be detected.* However, as we saw in the last chapter, a real (that
is, theoretical) simulation would not distinguish between the essential and the accidental. It
would not stop at what is essential to its purpose, because it would not have a purpose to begin

with. In terms of the simulated city, that would mean that a “real” simulation would not “end”
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with the city but would continue to create further causes for its effects, to back up its illusions as
far back as possible in order to obliterate the possibility of anyone finding an origin of its
illusions different from the one it provides, a cause or intention behind its action that is not its
own. For example, imagine the simulation of a sea breeze. One possible cause of the sea breeze
would be a sea, and an alternative cause would be a very big fan; if the simulation of the sea
breeze is to be absolutely convincing, rather than an easily detectable mechanical device (or CGI,
more likely), the simulation must include the sea as well as the sea breeze (or, the non-beer as
well as the non-cigar [Baudrillard, The Gulf War 81)), so that they would ensure each other’s
reality (a sea without a sea breeze would be as suspicious as a sea breeze without a sea). In other
words, it must eliminate all altenative causality which may expose its mechanisms.*

In a sense, the simulation in this movie is atypical because it strives to be a logical
“whole” (rather than a totality), so that there is a reason for the simulation to be inside the city
and no reason for it to continue outside the city, where it would be gratuitous since no one is
present to observe it. This evidence of intention, however, shows that this is not simulation but a
local illusion: “local” because it has an “outside,” a place where there is no more simulation and
from where the simulation itself becomes visible. In other words, it cannot be a simulation
because it leaves clues, and the “outside” is the biggest clue of all. As Kathryn Hume says in
Calvino’s Fictions: Cogito and Cosmos, “[o]nce you admit that something is left out of your
system of order, that omission can form the framework for a different order” (55). For
simulation to leave a clue means to leave something outside itself (isn’t a clue always external to
what it signifies?), to compromise its totality, to allow for altemative explanations.*

Without an “outside,” no place exists from which simulation can be observed, and
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therefore no one can observe the simulation; the only thing that can be observed is the reality of
it, its inside. To be in a simulation means not to be able to see it; to see simulation means not to
be in it. Butler suggests that “we might even go on to say that the very proof of simulation is that
we cannot think it, cannot say it has taken place” (144). When the characters in The 13* Floor
see the computer-generated grid lines in the outskirts of the city, they are observing the
scaffolding which allows them to infer the artificial nature of the city which is.elsewhere, where
no computer scaffolding is visible; in other words, they learn things about the city only when
they are outside of it. However, a real simulation would not allow the vantage point of
“elsewhere” to exist, defined as a place where there is no more simulation and therefore a place
where simulation can be suspected; only when simulation is not does it become visible. We can
prove that something is a simulation (which will then dissolve into a simple illusion) only by
discovering its outside, the thing it is not, and exposing it in contrast to that outside. In this case,
the thing which is not (for example, the absence of simulation outside of the city) proves the
thing which is (the presence of simulation within the city).*

The traditional detective novel relies on the existence of an outside (the notion that
something was left out because there is an agenda to what is in the illusion), and therefore on the
existence of intention and purpose. If such intention exists, if what we have is a selective illusion
rather than a total simulation, there usually are visible symptoms of it, clues for the detective to
follow. Because simulation lacks the purpose which would constrain the inside and create an
outside, it also creates the impression of purposefulness;** if we look deeper into it, trying to
unmask it, and all we find is more of the same simulation, it would naturally appear as if the

simulation had expected us to look deeper, as if it wants to stay one step ahead of us.*® In this
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sense, even purposelessness seems to acquire purpose when observed, because nobody is
expected to observe it; it would seem to have been designed not to be observed, and therefore not
to exist for the benefit of anyone, but simply to exist for its own sake, to be itself (true) rather
than a cover (false). If Caprettini’s footprint on the beach could convince the observer that it
would have been there whether or not it is observed, it would not be a clue because it would not
be inconsistent with the reality around it (someone was really walking on the beach). This will
be true for both reality and simulation. In detective fiction, however, if the observer believes the
footprint is there for his benefit, that it was left there with the intention of being observed (or, if
the footprint is hidden, with the intention of preventing the detective from observing it, but still
for his benefit), it would be a clue (someone was really walking on the beach, but for the sole
purpose of leaving or hiding his footprints). In simulation, on the other hand, the footprint will
never be a clue; it will always be there, with or without an observer. Seen from the point of view
of the observer, the simulated footprint would be gratuitous: unless it is actually observed.
Observation itself would function like the self-fulfilling prophecy, making the observed object
automatically worthy of observation and therefore significant. Just as there are no essential
elements in simulation, there is no such thing as an “insignificant detail”: the significance of the
insignificant detail is that, if observed, it will work to corroborate the rest of the simulation (or
reality), precisely because of its apparent insignificance. In other words, whatever is observed is
significant, not the other way round.

Had the creators of the artificial city in The 13* Floor bothered to extend the illusion
beyond the city itself and to infinity (where it would have been wholly gratuitous), their

simulation would never have been discovered, precisely because nobody would think that anyone
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would go to such lengths to create a useless world, down to the last detail. The more difficult it
is to discover the simulation, the more we suspect that there are deliberate obstacles which
prevent us from discovering it (or, to use Eco’s terms, the more the tortoise fails to fly, the more
it would suspect that nature is saying “no” to its flying, rather than “yes” to its walking). The
more we fail at exposing the “systein,” the more the system would seem to be hostile and sentient
rather than neutral and given. Our inability to uncover the artifice (the fan behind the breeze)
simply means that the artifice is ahead of us in its deception (not that there is no fan, but that the
fan is too big to see). In this sense, The 13* Floor is again atypical, because the characters
ultimately get proof of their “simulation” different from the “proof” they would get in a “real”
simulation (which would be none, or, rather, only the proof of not being able to find proof). Note
that we can say exactly the same of reality itself, which also doesn’t have any proof coming from
the outside.”’

Here “itself” does not refer to an essence but on the contrary, to the only way in which we
can identify something: appearance. While the detective method uses appearance to its own
advantage, it fails to recognize that appearance can also work against it. Dupin’s question, “You
have, of course, an accurate description of the letter?” (229) suggests that the police are getting it
wrong by looking for a letter with the exact appearance of the letter they’re looking for. Dupin,
in turn, is looking for a letter that may look different but is the same: a distinction which would
not exist in the realm of simulation. There, the only way to identify an object is by its
description, which is also the only way to simulate an object (or, in this case, to hide it by altering
its appearance). (Note that even Dupin implicitly concedes the importance of appearance, since,

when he assumes that there is a false appearance, he also assumes the existence of a true
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appearance.) The place where the identity of an object is located is also the place most
vulnerable to simulation. The clues which reveal the deception are also the best source of
simulation, as we see in this passage from Auster: “He [the detective] thought he was following
me, but in fact I was following him. . . . [I]t was like playing a game. Iled him along, leaving
clues for him everywhere, making it impossible for him not to find me” (362).** The method of
following clues and paying attention to incongruous details would allow absolute deception if a
simulator sets up the right clues; any method that can be used to solve a crime can also be used to
perpetrate a crime.” What Dupin does not realize is that there is no objective thing called a clue:
any single thing can function either as a “clue” of deception or as its opposite, a realistic detail in
its own right; any single thing can be either part of the crime itself or part of the investigation,
and there is no way to tell objectively which. Both the criminal and the detective work with
appearances, even though in the classical case the detective claims to be working with the “truth
itself”” and against appearance.

In a sense, the truth lies with whoever manages to take the coherence of “clues™ to a
higher level, to see the larger pattern, to build a bigger hypercrystal of evidence. But in this
game, the evidence itself is secondary; it is merely the ball which the opponents use to play. It is
not so much about the “truth” as about the opponent.® That is why Auster brings Poe into play:
“what is it that Dupin says in Poe? ‘An identification of the reasoner’s intellect with that of his
opponent’” (48).°' Poe, as an early theorist of simulation, builds complex systems of
manipulation and counter-manipulation interlocked in a spiral of increasing indeterminism (it is
only his insistence on an ultimate “solution™ that makes these narrative structures detective

stories rather than simulations, sacrificing overdetermination and settling for determination). But
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until the case is “solved,” Dupin employs the methods of simulation: “Of course he had some
principle of guessing; and this lay in mere observation and admeasurement of the astuteness of
his opponents™ (231). The point is that when he is guessing, he is not guessing at the answer, but
guessing at his opponent, simply because there is no answer independent of the opponent’s
theory of what the answer should be.” But what the opponent is thinking would change
depending on whether the opponent knows that we know what he is thinking. Or, as Poe
explains in “The Purloined Letter,” the detective (who takes his method from a boy who always
used to win at marbles) “would have reasoned thus: ‘This fellow finds that in the first instance I
guessed odd, and, in the second, he will propose to himself upon the first impulse, a simple
variation from even to odd, as did the first simpleton; but then a second thought will suggest that
this is too simple a variation, and finally he will decide upon putting it even as before. I will
therefore guess even;’-he guesses even, and wins” (231). Unlike the detective story, however, in
the game of simulation no one ever “wins,” even though things escalate in a similar fashion. As
Butler says, simulation involves “a simultaneous attempt to take it [the other] into account and to
take into account the fact that we cannot take it into account” (97).” Butler further explains this
mechanism by citing Baudrillard’s example of the woman (Calle) following the man who might
be aware of her presence: “But then Calle’s taking of this into account opens up the possibility of
him taking rhis into account, and so on. There is a kind of asymptotic process of taking into
account each other’s strategy—Calle follows, the man knows Calle follows, Calle knows the man
knows Calle follows . . . —that is the real game” (115).* Each person in turn proposes his or her
own reason for the events, which become doubled every time: as Butler says, “[t]o the doubling

of the one before, each proposes a certain counter-doubling” (116).* In this multi-dimensional
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game of self-conscious and preventive moves, the goal is not just to predict the outcome, but to
anticipate someone else’s prediction and take into account the fact that that person can also
anticipate our anticipation of his prediction.

For Poe, the whole chain of “the robber’s knowledge of the loser’s knowledge of the
robber” (227), or, more generally, the “identification of the reasoner’s intellect with that of his
opponent” (231), eventually stops at the “reasoner’s” discovering the “truth.” In other words, the
detective emerges victorious, smarter than his opponent, capable of producing the most complex
system (the system which would account for the most discordant facts), and therefore capable of
producing the truth. In Auster’s universe, however, no truth ever emerges beyond the truth of the
two opponents, the truth of each of them looking for the truth he assumes the other is hiding.
Since neither of them “has” the truth, they are both bluffing continuously, each betting that the
other doesn’t know himself any better than he is known by his opponent, so the outcome of the
game doesn’t depend on what cards they have (they don’t have any, or they don’t know what
cards they have, in the sense that neither of them knows the truth about himself) but on how they
play them. Each wants to outsmart the other, while trying to make it impossible for his opponent
to anticipate that possibility: “Play dumb, Blue tells himself, for he knows that it would make no
sense to reveal who he is, even though he knows that Black knows” (213). And it's the same
from Black’s point of view, as he explains to Blue: “Of course he [Blue] knows [that I follow
him]. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? He’s got to know, or else nothing makes sense. . . .
Because he needs me. . .. He needs my eyes looking at him. He needs me to prove he’s alive”
(215-16). The game with the other is no longer a way to get to the truth, but the illusion of a

“truth” is a way to go on playing with the other. Blue needs Black, because only from Black can
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Blue find out if he himself has the truth. While Black may be manipulating Blue’s actions,
taking the truth away from them, Black may also be manipulating Blue into thinking that he’s
being manipulated. In other words, Black may be manipulating Blue into not knowing that he
has the truth. If Black is hiding the truth, he may be hiding it in Blue, without Blue’s knowledge.
Blue may be free and not know it. But he needs Black as a proof that he is free from him (just as
the other Auster character needs Fanshawe to be alive so he can walk away from him). If the
truth (freedom) is in Blue but there is no other place it could possibly be, that would undermine
it; but if Black exists, and the truth (freedom) is still with Blue, then that means something. In
other words, we cannot be free from the system if the system does not exist; we need the system
as the only proof that we are free from it; only if it exists can we walk away from it.

Needless to say, Auster’s characters never walk away, never win, because both opponents
are equally good at pretending not to play: “for deep down Blue wants Black to know that he’s
just as smart as he is, that he can match wits with him every step of the way” (221). Their ability
to “match” each other’s moves means that they will go on playing forever. If they are equally
“smart” (that is, equally doubtful of themselves), that would ensure that neither of them will ever
win, and that the game will never be over the way Poe wants it to be.* If Poe’s mysteries come
to a conclusion, it is because Poe stops the game at an arbitrary point of his choice (and it is this
interruption in the cycle that creates the notion of truth, or morality). If Dupin’s opponent were
smarter, he would have been able to take the game one level up and deceive/escape Dupin, not on
Dupin’s turf, but on his own. In other words, the opponent can never beat Dupin at Dupin’s
game; but he can change the game Dupin is playing to one he can win.”” If Dupin wins (although

his winning interrupts the detective story just short of simulation), it is because he never allows
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himself to be manipulated by his opponent. With every move, the rules of the game change (just
as in evolution), and whoever is the last to change the rules makes the other retrospectively play
his game (whatever species happens to survive defines the game the other species are
retrospectively forced to play (and lose), namely, the game of becoming the winning species).
Baudrillard suggests that, to beat the system, it is “necessary to play a game of at least
equal complexity” (Selected 122), and he quotes Anthony Wilden from System and Structure:
Essays in Communication and Exchange: “All dissent must be of a higher logical type than that
to which it is opposed” (qtd. in Baudrillard, Selected 122).*® Like Dupin, Baudrillard is looking
for an ultimate escape from the system, an ultimate answer: “Can we invent simulacra of an even
higher logical (or illogical) order . . . beyond determination and indetermination? If so, would
they still be simulations? Perhaps only death, the reversibility of death, is of a higher order than
the code. Only symbolic disorder can breach the code” (Selected 122). Two problems with this
passage: one, Calvino reminds us that “against simulated order simulated disorder is impotent”
(“Crystals,” T Zero 41); it is not the order or the disorder that Baudrillard wants to defeat, but the
simulated nature of both. And two, even death can be incorporated into the system, just as any
other absence is.” Even death cannot avoid being a repartee on the part of the person who dies,
which in turn propels the semiotic loop by posing Sebeok’s question “What do you suppose he
meant by it [death]?” (89).'® In this sense, Baudrillard’s hopeful conclusion that “{tjhe play of
simulation must therefore be taken further than the system permits” (Selected 123) must of
necessity fail, because the whole “system” consists of taking the system further with every move.
One cannot, it seems, escape the system by escalating the system, because the very nature of the

system is the escalation of the attempts to escape it.'"
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Each of Auster’s three novels enters a spiral of second-guessing (the existence of) the
opponent and the game itself. In The Locked Room, we find this example:
Addressed to the house in New Jersey, they [the letters to Ellen] are of course
opened by Mrs. Fanshawe, who screens them before showing them to her
daughter—and more often than not, Ellen does not see them. Fanshawe, I think,
must have known this would happen, at least would have suspected it. Which
further complicates the matter-since in some way these letters are not written to
Ellen at all. Ellen, finally, is no more than a literary device, the medium through
which Fanshawe communicates with his mother. Hence her anger. For even as
he speaks to her, he can pretend to ignore her. (322)
In other words, Fanshawe can make a move and still refuse to play the game; he is outside the
reach of the game his mother wants to play, because he (very much like Macbeth) changes the
rules and plays his own game (which consists of letting his mother know that he is playing a
different game). In this way, the person who is in control not only defines, retrospectively, the
game his opponent has been playing so far, but also the game he will be playing form now on. In
other words, the opponent is deprived not only of his freedom in his past actions, but of his
freedom in the future. When Butler says that “to the doubling of the system we oppose our own
doubling,” he also gives this a temporal dimension: “We do not—or not only—offer a description
of the way things are, but a prescription of the way they will be” (138). i ek also draws
attention to the temporal side of the problem: “the double inversion calls into question the very
standard of ‘normality’ which they make use of to measure the invertedness” (They 13). In other
words, the “prescription” creates the categories used to evaluate the next move; the next move
can either confirm or contradict the system, but it cannot exist outside the system.'”?> What

doesn’t fit in the system would be an exception, a symptom incongruous with the system, until it

creates its own, higher system in which it now fits and which includes both itself and the
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previous system.

Even a “new” system cannot erase the old one; it can simply build onto it. There can be
no subtraction, only addition. In The Rustle of Language, Barthes also alerts us to this
phenomenon: “Speech is irreversible; that is its fatality. What has been said cannot be unsaid,
except by adding to it: to correct, here, is, oddly enough, to continue. In speaking, I can never
erase, annul; all I can do is say ‘I am erasing, annulling, correcting,’ in short, speak some more . .
. annulation-by-addition” (76). Nothing is truly negated. As Calvino says, “there [is] no way to
arrive before the sign and to warn them not to pay attention to the sign” (“The Light-Years,”
Cosmicomics 137). Arriving before the sign would make signification reversible, susceptible to
absolute erasure without the cumulative effect of the act of erasure, as a positive thing, being
added to the previous act of signification without erasing it; it is impossible, by an act in the
future, to erase signification from the past, so that signification “is going to have never
happened” (Pratchett, Morr 248-49). Subtraction does not equal absence, because the act of
subtraction is something positive itself, added to the previous pile “to signify the annulment of
what it signifies” (Lacan, “Seminar” 63). Things erased are not equal to things never having
been.'” This temporal reversal, as both Barthes and Calvino suggest, is impossible. Eco gives
us the similar analogy of memory:

This [computer memory] is better than real memory, because real memory, at the
cost of much effort, leamns to remember but not to forget. . .. [W]hen Diotallevi
and I tried to construct an ars oblivionalis . . . we couldn’t come up with rules for
forgetting. It’s impossible. It’s one thing to go in search of a lost time . . . and
quite another deliberately to misplace time refound. . . . There is no discipline of
forgetting; we are at the mercy of random natural processes, like stroke and

amnesia, and such self-interventions as drugs, alcohol, or suicide. (Pendulum 22-
23)
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It is significant that the “forgetting” (the ability to go back in time, to redeem the temporal
asymmetry of escalation, to erase self-consciousness) can happen only by physical intervention
and cannot be done on the level where the concepts of reality and simulation exist. We can take
the concepts one level up, but never one level down. To take them down, we must take down the
whole structure, or rather, our physical ability to envision a theoretical structure of any kind. It
would be like trying to get rid of a specific software by smashing the whole computer to pieces.
We do not have the semiotic means to undermine the spiral of simulation, because the semiotic
cannot be a means of undermining the semiotic. We cannot stop or rewind the semiotic spiral,
because any semiotic act would be adding to the semiotic structure rather than subtracting from
it. We can change the simulation, by adding to it, but we cannot change the fact that there is
simulation; we can change what it is, but not rhat it is. (We could, of course, destroy the content
(the hardware) which the semiotics of simulation is based on, but, as simulation shares this same
content with reality, we would be destroying reality as well.) It would be like an elevator which
can only go up to the next floor, or crash down all the way; we cannot forget: we can only destroy
our capacity to remember. There is no controlled descent, no way to subtract from what we
know, to reduce the cumulative levels of self-referentiality. As Auster says, “[a] lie can never be
undone. Even the truth is not enough” (103)."* “In other words,” Butler explains, “after the
hypothesis of simulation, everything can only be conceived of as though it were simulated, even
if it is not” (43). Once we’ve started playing, no new game can escape the fact of being a game.
Even our game would be just a game. In other words, although further evidence can change
things back to their original meaning and restore the “essence”of our actions by placing them in a

new system where they are inviolably ours again, true again (we are not going to the museum
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after all; it’s just a walk), it can never make the possibility of agency as convincing as it was the
first time. The phrase “true again” itself contradicts the concept of “true,” since a thing cannot be
alternatively true and false and then true. Once the suspicion of falsehood, of “doubling” has
been raised, no subsequent events can return the event to its “singular” state. Agency is free
because it is unique; once it becomes clear that it can be reproduced, an exact reproduction of the
initial “reason” would do nothing to solve the problem, since the reproduction of freedom is still
areproduction, and the simulation of a singularity is still double, and therefore un-free. A
simulation of free will, in other words, is not free in the sense “free will” is: free will can only be
free the first time, while simulation can be free any time we want, it can add more instances of
freedom without subtracting the possibility of manipulation. What we imagine to be the original,
internally motivated action is still there and can never be erased; but there is an added suspicion
that it was always externally motivated by the system, that our thoughts were never our own. It is
not a question of coming up with new truths, but of retrospectively negotiating the status of that
original one. This first event or action (which started the game) is never fully determined,
because it is more than fully determined (overdetermined): it can be one of two things, ours or
not, free or not, first or not. The apparently binary game we play is between meaning and loss of
meaning, and neither of them ever wins, although they both take turns raising the stakes. And
what is at stake, above all, is whether something is at stake or not. Auster’s protagonists are
never sure: “[I had] a secret feeling that Fanshawe was somehow better than I was . . . that he was
more truly himself than I could ever hope to be” (247). What makes their competition
undecidable is that they are competing at being themselves: they’re not after the same thing. The

protagonist can never beat Fanshawe at being Fanshawe'®, and vice versa: “The point being that,
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in the end, each life is irreducible to anything other than itself. Which is as much as to say: lives
make no sense” (Auster 298). What we are playing for is the value of what we are playing for: as
in an auction, “it is the rising bids themselves that produce this increasing value” (Butler 83).
Each of the opponents has to ask himself, “Is this a bluff or a bluff in anticipation of my calling
it?” After all, Holmes himself understands the importance of bluffing: “What you do in this
world is a matter of no consequence. . . . The question is what can you make people believe you
have done” (qtd in Truzzi 71, from A Study in Scarler). 1t is the opponents themselves who
define the meaning of each other’s actions (is Auster’s protagonist winning at being himself or,
through the same action, losing at being Fanshawe?).'%

But once the singular action is doubled and becomes both, this is not a simple binary
alternative; even though all the possibilities among which the unpredictability is distributed are
known (yes/no, heads/tails), the outcome itself is not.'” The answer is never “yes,” but, as we
saw before, it will be a “‘yes” via “no,” or a “yes” in anticipation of the “no” or in reaction to it.'®
The interaction between the two “sides” (we can imagine “heads” interacting with “tails” instead
of being mutually exclusive) is a layered semiotic structure of increasing complexity, as each
option (heads/tails, true/false) will recur on a higher level of second-guessing, on every other
level; metaphorical and literal will alternate in a spiral of ascending self-referentiality,'®
approximating the odds of blind chance. In this structure, a return from the second to the “first”
(we throw heads, then tails, then heads again) would be impossible: it will result in a
continuation on to a third, because the second can never be erased.'® The third would then
consist of the first plus a doubt that the first might be a second, or a memory of the first being the

second."! (And so on: if from the third we attempt a return to the second, we would in fact be
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dealing with a new element, the fourth, which would be like the second, but with the added
memory of the second being false and revealing the third, and then the third being false in tum.)
All we want is to shed all those accretions and return to the original alternative (true/false,
self/system, subject/structure, free/predetermined), but each move takes us farther away, each
step back takes us forward (or, to misquote Calvino, it “obliges you to say rather than repeat”).
Every next move retrospectively throws doubt over the previous ones, while at the same time
throwing doubt over this doubt as well. In the end, the closest we can get to the truth is saying
that the falsity may be false. The true nature of the first move, the original action, then, does not
lie in the past, but in the future; it depends on our next move, with which we can again create a
context for it to mean what we want it to mean, rather than what our opponent (or “the system”)
wants it to mean. In a sense, there are only two possible moves, but multiple games in which
they exist. We retrospectively decide which move is to be the first and which game we are
playing. We win first, and then we choose, retrospectively, what game that would be at, by
choosing a game in which our action, whatever it is, would be considered a victory.
If this victory seems a matter of chance rather than necessity, that is correct:
the final structure of the game is the infinite overdetermination of the same basic
altemative: either Calle follows the man or the man ‘follows’ Calle. There are
any number of ways of arriving at this, but in the end we are always confronted
with the same choice. In this sense, the highest strategy comes increasingly to
resemble chance. We might compare all this to the game of ‘odds-and-evens’ in
Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Purloined Letter’, where also ‘symbolic determination is
not opposed to chance’, but is ‘what emerges as the syntax of chance’ (Johnson
1977: 504). . . . [T]he same situation (the world) can be doubled and redoubled
indefinitely. (Butler 118)
Contrary to the mathematical calculation of probability, the semiotic probability would be

cumulative, as Foucault says in “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”: “‘Chance is not simply the
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drawing of lots, but raising the stakes in every attempt to master the chance through the will to
power, and giving rise to the risk of an even greater chance” (Language 155). Mathematically, or
even physically, there is no observable difference between the probability and the probability
which takes into account its own probability'': “There are no odds to beat, no rules to set a limit
on bad luck, and at each moment we begin again, as ripe for a low blow as we were the moment
before” (Auster 296). Semiotically, however, we never start from scratch; we always find
ourselves in a system of cumulative temporality, where the chance of A happening would depend
on whether the last thing that happened was a B. In other words, even though the result is always
A, in one case (chance) it simply happens after B, while in the other case (game, strategy) it
happens, in a respectable Aristotelian fashion, because of B (just as in Calvino’s story “The
Chase” car A is either chasing car B or simply being stuck behind it, but in both cases we observe
the same result: A follows B). While it would be mathematically absurd to say that “tails”
happens because of the 85 cases of “heads” that came before (Stoppard 14), this causality is less
absurd if it refers not to what happens but only to what people rhink is likely to happen (so,
instead of “the next one must be tails because the last one was heads™ we are dealing with “I bet
you think the next one will be tails”). In other words, the occurrence or non-occurrence of the
event has been replaced by the prediction or non-prediction of the event.

Now imagine that, instead of throwing a coin, we were playing Poe’s game of “odds-and-
evens,” so that what we think the other thinks has a physical manifestation, since we can decide
to make the next one “even” if we suspect that our opponent will guess “odd.” We can make our
will materialize. However, even in this situation, even if we were in control of what happens, it

would be very unlikely for us to make something improbable happen. Baudrillard asks, “What

277



destination can we give the world in general once we have it at our command? Physically and
metaphysically, the universe has no other destiny than to be the universe itself” (Perfect 42). We
can make any move, but we choose to make the *“natural” one, to replicate chance in our free
will. Since we do not want our opponent to be able to guess our next move, we do not want to
make a move which would reveal our intentions. An unusual move (a move against the odds),
even if it is within our power, would be a clue to what we intend to do (because it would be
incongruous with the previous moves), and therefore would make our future moves predictable
and decipherable in the classical detective genre sense. And if the information about a thing is
seen as more important than the thing itself, we naturally want to avoid giving the opponent any
information; to that end, we want to make our moves as “featureless and commonplace” as
possible. The only way to make our intention undetectable is not to have an intention at all.
Since the other expects from us to control the next move, we make a move such that it would
appear not to be our own. To thwart the other’s plans, we thwart ours, because what the other
expects from us is the opposite. In this sense, we seek to hide our agency, hide the extent to
which we are in control (“play dumb,” as Auster says)''; after all, the most manipulative system
is the one most stealthy in its manipulation. To cover up our involvement, we don’t make any
moves which would not also happen without us (cf. Aristotle’s poet, who can create anything
whatsoever but creates only things which are probable).!"* In other words, the extreme form of
controlling the situation is not to control it at all. (Furthermore, once we’ve established that the
things we make happen look exactly like the things that happen anyway, we can then claim to
have caused even the things we did not cause to happen,; cf. the retrospective control of

Exupéry’s king over his world). Consequently, there is no essential difference between Poe’s
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game and Stoppard’s game, between the highest strategy and pure chance. As i ek says, “the
optimal solution is sometimes equivalent to tossing a coin” (They 277). The two coexist in
Stoppard’s play, for example, where Rosencrantz adopts the artificial strategy of guessing
“heads” every time, regardless of what came before (which is always heads as well), choosing the
least likely approach, but remains unflappable in the face of the overwhelming improbability of
what he is doing, namely, winning every time: chance always backs up his strategic decision, so
that his “free will” cannot dissociate itself from chance.'"’

It is in this sense that Auster’s characters eventually submit to chance: “In the end, each
life is no more than the sum of contingent facts, a chronicle of chance intersections, of flukes, of
random events that divulge nothing but their own lack of purpose” (Auster 256). The “detective”
loses track not only of the “criminal” but usually also of the victim and the truth about whether or
not there was a “case” to begin with: “Quinn could walk through the streets every day for the rest
of his life, and still he would not find him [Stillman]. Everything had been reduced to chance, a
nightmare of numbers and probabilities. There were no clues, no leads, no moves to be made”
(109). But this aporia of chance doesn’t happen by chance; in a sense, the characters use their
free will to get to chance'*® (the intervention of strategy into chance is the difference between
chance and strategy). In other words, it wasn’t always and only chance, as we see from the
opening lines of The New York Trilogy: “Much later, when he was able to think about the things
that happened to him, he would conclude that nothing was real except chance. But that was
much later. In the beginning, there was simply the event and its consequences. Whether it might
have turned out differently, or whether it was all predetermined with the first word that came

from the stranger’s mouth, is not the question. The question is the story itself, and whether or
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not it means something is not for the story to tell” (Auster 3). If the problem of free will and
simulation “is not the question,” then the events that happen may be, interchangeably, either
those of Rosencrantz’s chance or those of Dupin’s strategy, but Auster is not concerned with
finding out which, since they both would produce the same story. What matters is “the story
itself,” not the motives behind it: “You can’t possibly know what’s true or not true. You'll never
know” (Auster 368). What matters is the move, not the game. This would also suggest that
simulation is not our enemy but our parallel alternative, a different way of getting the same
result. As in a semiotic double-slit experiment, free will and simulation are impossibly,
simultaneously aware of each other’s influence on the events, but that doesn’t change the events
themselves. In a sense, free will and simulation exist in a Mébius unity impervious to answers.
The detective who goes after the man who disappeared also disappears. In the end, Auster’s
characters are no longer on opposite sides of the equation: “Why should he [Blue] suddenly
begin to trust Black? What earthly cause could there be for him to think they are both working
on the same side now?”” (221). The reason that comes to mind is that there never was another
side. It is not the case that we are fighting against simulation; rather, we are on the same side.
Or, as the “Wakefield” evidence suggests, we are not on the side of ourselves, but on the side of
the outside observer (more precisely, we are both the observer and the observed), and that is why
we can trust the outside. Being on the same side, however, means that the whole detective
premise of discovering the hidden truth is irreversibly compromised, which is why in The New
York Trilogy the detective story arc eventually dissolves into indeterminacy. The “case” is never

solved.
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NOTES

L. It is in fact impossible to say that simulation is “bad” and we need to get rid of it, just as it is
impossible to say that reality is “bad” and we need to get rid of it. Like Calvino’s Montezuma,
we would only like to understand the phenomenon we encounter (although, in our case,
understanding simulation would mean in some sense defeating it): “Kill them [the Spanish] . .. I
wanted to do something far more important: conceive them. If I could have conceived the
Spanish, brought them into my manner of thinking, been sure of their true nature, whether gods
or evil demons it didn’t matter which, . . . in short if I could have made of them—inconceivable as
they were—something my mind could dwell on and grasp, then, and only then, would I have been
able to have them as my allies or enemies, to recognize them as persecutors or victims. . .. It
was the same for him [Cortés] as for me. The real victory he sought to gain over me was the
same: that of conceiving me” (“Montezuma,” Numbers 192-93). In order to know that
simulation is *“bad,” first we need to know that it is. Of course, with simulation we have the
additional complication that, even if we are aware of the simulation, we face the possibility that
this awareness itself is simulated, so defeating simulation would mean distrusting the awareness.

We can also cite Baudrillard’s statement, “Good is when Good comes out of Good, or
Evil out of Evil. That is when there is order. Evil is when Evil comes out of Good, or Good out
of Evil. That is when things are all wrong” (Perfect 67). Even if it is all “bad,” simulation is
consistently bad, and therefore, according to Baudrillard’s definition, good (structurally
speaking). However, applying moral categories to the structural make-up of simulation, rather
than to its content, does not seem to make a lot of sense. And since, according to our definition,
simulation is nothing but a structural phenomenon, which can have any and all content, moral
Jjudgments in general seem inapplicable.

2. From Symbolic Exchange and Death, London: Sage, 1993, p. 133. Calvino also addresses this
problem. In the story “The Last Channel,” the protagonist suspects the existence of a system (a
single message which infiltrates all television channels) from which he cannot escape: “whether I
go wild with my remote control or whether I keep my hands in my pocket makes no difference,
because I'll never be able to get out of the system” (Numbers 257). As with simulation in
general, Calvino sees that the possibility of escape is thwarted by the all-inclusive totality of that
which the protagonist seeks to escape from. In other words, there is no “other” channel:
“Whether they’re transmitting a film or news or ads there is only one message whatever the
station since everything and everybody are part of one system” (Numbers 257).

Accepting, for a moment, Baudrillard’s terms of what we can call “applied simulation,”
which often equates simulation with the consumer society, there is still a sense in which the
structure (system) cannot be manipulative (“bad’’), because manipulation and domination in
general seem to be content-based: they seek to promote specific content (“this is the best thing to
do; therefore, you should do this™), while simulation can work with any content at all (“whatever
you do, it’s fine with me”). There usually is some concern about a system which can swallow
and incorporate any content; however, the opposite situation seems dangerous as well: in a
system where content has not lost its meaning, its authority over form, manipulation based on
content becomes possible, because, knowing that content matters, we would naturally want to
force a specific content on others, the content we think is best. (While totalitarianism says, “this
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is what you should do,” democracy (or the consumer society) says, “you should do whatever you
want”; one legislates content, the other form; one prescribes, the other describes, a difference
which is temporal in nature.) That is why totalitarian systems feel threatened by certain ideas and
seek to banish them outside the system, because the system cannot handle certain content. At the
same time, the system doesn’t care for form: it can handle having an outside and is not bothered
by the fact that certain things are structurally excluded from it, as long as they are also materially
excluded as content. Simulation, on the other hand, allows all content as long as it has control
over all form; it is willing to admit any content whatsoever inside itself, in order to prevent the
existence of an outside. (Or, more precisely, both kinds of systems are threatened by an
“outside,” but while for simulation the outside is structural, for totalitarian systems the outside is
material, content-based, defined as the content which cannot be allowed in.) While the
totalitarian system doesn’t care about what’s outside it, but is very careful about what’s inside it,
simulation déesn’t care about what’s inside it, as long as there is no outside.

In this sense, extrapolating from Baudrillard’s definitions, we seem to be presented with a
choice between a content which is meaningful but excluded and a content which is included but
meaningless. If we think content in itself is important, we would logically have to choose the
system in which the content is included, and prefer simulation to totalitarianism, structure to
manipulation (e.g., if we think that love/freedom/peace are good, in themselves, regardless of the
fact that love is required, freedom is forced, and peace is advertized). While Baudrillard is likely
to dismiss a freedom which is structurally meaningless (meaningless because forced on people),
and seek out “real” freedom which is not legislated by the system, his position seems to originate
in his own privileging of structure over content, which automatically undermines his search for
“real” freedom. If such a thing as “real” freedom existed, it would be able to exist in any
structure of simulation (although it would be banned from systems of totalitarianism); if content
had any value, as content, we would have no grounds to dismiss it just because it is structurally
ineffective, unless we put the value of the structure over that of the content we seek to defend. In
other words, if we valued content over simulation, we would have to choose systems of
simulation over systems based on content, because content is freely admitted in the former and
screened in the latter (without any guarantee that the “good” content will be admitted and the
“bad” will be rejected, because the “good” is retrospectively defined as that which is admitted).
In a way, in the content-based systems morality is a structural decision (whatever is accepted is
good), while, conversely, in systems of simulation both “good” and “bad” content is allowed, so
we cannot tell that something is good just because it is in the system; in fact, the system does not
offer us any way to recognize, promote, or destroy what is “good” in terms of content, simply
because content as such falls under the radar of the system. E.g., simulation does not allow us to
define freedom as something structurally opposed to the system (good because it is outside the
system), because there is no such thing; since freedom is not structurally distinguishable from the
“code,” if we define it at all we must define it in terms of content. The structure itself forces us
to give non-structural definition to values.

3. Baudrillard’s optimism (i.e., it is possible to escape simulation, or at least to speak about
escaping simulation, “not by directly contesting it [the system] or proposing an other to it, but by
asking what allows this self-definition or tautology, what is excluded to bring it about” [Butler
56], thereby suggesting that there is something excluded from the system), is not without
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precedent. Similar getaways have been theoretically charted in the realm of the absurd, for
example: as Camus points out, “even within the limits of nihilism it is possible to find the means
to proceed beyond nihilism” (1). However, in the case of the absurd, the problem of totality does
not seem to exist, since “absurdity springs from a comparison” (Camus 30). Where there is
comparison, there is a way out, and being aware of absurdity means being aware of an alternative
to absurdity. Simulation, however, does not offer, structurally, such an easy egress.

4. “Without restriction but within limits” is a definition reminiscent of Terry Pratchett’s god, who
is “an omnipresent god, although only in a small area” (Last 146).

5. See previous chapter for a discussion of this paradox (pp. 177-94).

6. In this sense, the power of simulation is exactly that of Exupéry’s king (Chapter Three, note
38). It is forever right in its predictions, forever absolute in its fiats, because it wills only that
which happens anyway. At the risk of stretching it, we can say that simulation is exactly like
reality in this sense (“it happens anyway™), except that we are willing to suspect intent or purpose
behind simulation (i.e., it wants to manipulate us and we want to escape it), whereas reality does
not aim at manipulation and we don’t want to escape it. Reality, we believe, does not make
things seem a certain way: it makes things be a certain way; it is not about appearances because it
doesn’t care how we perceive things, because it is not about us, designed for our benefit alone.

7. Cf. Eco’s version: ““Do you have the password?’ was the question. And the answer, the key to
knowledge, was ‘No.’ Not only does the magic word not exist, but we do not know that it does
not exist” (Pendulum 516). Since the computer password is “no,” the “no” is a confirmation
rather than denial. The key to getting in is to admit that one cannot get in: a reversed version of
simulation, where it’s a question of getting out. As in Auster, here the “no” is simultaneously a
“no” (in content) and a “yes” (in form).

This is analogous to having an argument whose logic is incorrect and yet it leads to a
conclusion which is correct; but there is no way to measure the truth of the conclusion as content
(just as the “no” against the system cannot have an impact as a “no”): “The accidental nature of
the truth values comes about because the syllogism is formally incorrect, but nonetheless there
are some cases in which it leads to materially true conclusions” (Manetti 82). Since the
correctness of the argument is structural, what we measure is its form; if the structure is
incorrect, we would dismiss the correctness of any content that happens to be inside it as well,
even if that content is true (if the whole structure spells “yes,” it would continue saying “yes”
even if we infuse it with “no”-valence content). Truth is a structural property of the system. To
see the value of the content, we would have to change our method of determining value and
evaluate the argument in terms of content, not form: then, however, we would have to settle for
an incorrect formal argument and lack of logic in the relations between things; truth would then
be an individual property of things, regardless of whether they are consistent with other things.
(E.g., it would be like looking at a drawing (which does not derive its meaning from other
drawings), rather than a word in a sentence (which depends on all the other words); this would be
the ultimate poetic truth, found in the beauty of a single image.)
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8. This problem has been widely discussed in regard to the specific issue of the “consumer
society” by Baudrillard, Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, etc.

9. Baudrillard also points out that instead of “the critique of all illusions,” we now have “the
illusion of criticism itself”’ (Perfect 27).

10. “Dreams, too, give us the illusion that we are in control of them. . .. They even give us the
illusion of being aware of dreaming, which is part of their mechanism™ (Baudrillard, Perfect 11).

11. In the words of William Bogard in “Baudrillard, Time, and the End,” “simulation points at
nothing beyond itself; it is an interior, sealed space, a closed system that cannot be transcended or
dialectically negated (negation is powerless before what is ‘truer-than-true’)” (316-17).

12. ““You’re not Death,’ she said. ‘You're only doing his job.’
‘DEATH IS WHOEVER DOES DEATH'S JOB.’” (Pratchett, Mort 230)

13. We don’t seem to have a name for this Mébius compound, although one example of it would
be the “self-fulfilling prophecy” of the Oedipus type. The name of this phenomenon, we notice,
awkwardly attempts to convey its double nature: it would be like calling the Mébius strip a “self-
anticipating recursion,” emphasizing its impossible double nature rather than its equally
impossible but more succinct singularity.

14. Auster makes the same comment about thinking: “By definition, a thought is something you
are aware of. . . . [I]f you are not aware of having a thought, is it legitimate to say that you are
thinking?” (286).

15. In Beckett’s plays (Waiting for Godot and Happy Days especially), we see characters who are
unable to register their own suffering, because, as we saw, they are not aware of the repetition
they undergo. In that case, the suffering is there only because it becomes apparent to the
reader/viewer, and it can be said to exist in the same way dramatic irony exists. However, in the
case of The New York Trilogy, the reader has no advantage over the protagonists, since they are
equally aware of the “truth,” or possibly even contributing, through the interpretations they put
forth, to the creation of this “truth” as it appears to the reader.

16. Or, more generally, whoever designed the system does not have the privilege of being outside
the system; the simulation is as real to him as to everyone else, if not more so (cf. Oedipus).

17. The phrase “self-fulfilling prophecy” in fact comes up in the Baudrillardian universe: as
Butler says, citing Baudrillard’s views on the specific subject of the consumer society, “the
difficulty of speaking against the system . . . is that . . . there is nothing outside of it by which to
judge it. It is beyond true and false, a kind of ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ (CS, 197)” (53).

18. Baudrillard quotes this in a slightly different translation in The Perfect Crime: “We ought
now to turn those lines of Holderlin around: ‘But where there is danger, there grows also what
saves’ . . . and say ‘But where what saves grows, there also grows danger’ . . . which would
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characterize the much graver threat of disintegration and death represented by our excess of
security, prevention, immunity, and the fatal excess of positivity” (49).

19. For a wordier explanation (and one which deals with the specific case of technology), see
Charles Levin in Jean Baudrillard: A Study in Cultural Metaphysics: “The promise of
emancipation through knowledge has already been superceded [sic] by its technologically
enhanced autonomization: our knowledge is not really ours after all, but a hybrid formation
increasingly dominated by nonhuman and nonsubjective components. Human knowledge is in
fact becoming a programme designed to recycle itself automatically, effectively imposing a
higher order closure of the structuration process. The self-conscious participation of the
increasingly knowing Hegelian subject never catches up with the regulatory functioning of the
system” (80). In other words, the attempt to get out of the system only results in a higher order
system with more sophisticated preventive measures, and this system in turn produces a more
sophisticated subject, which, by fighting the system, will create a more sophisticated system, and
so on. The subject doesn’t catch up with the system, but neither does the system catch up with
the subject.

20. The passage as it appears in Baudrillard: “Consider the story of the soldier who meets Death
at a crossing in the marketplace, and believes he saw him make a menacing gesture in his
direction. He rushes to the king’s palace and asks the king for his best horse in order that he
might flee during the night far from Death, as far as Samarkand. Upon which the king summons
Death to the palace and reproaches him for having frightened one of his best servants. But
Death, astonished, replies: ‘I didn’t mean to frighten him. It was just that I was surprised to see
this soldier here, when we had a rendez-vous tomorrow in Samarkand’” (Seduction 72).
Baudrillard only says that “[w}hat is astounding about the story is that this seemingly inevitable
rendez-vous need not have taken place” (72), and then goes on to discuss the meaning of Death’s
gesture, rather than the structure of the events as a whole. For this, Butler’s analysis of this
passage seems more relevant to the current argument, as it explicates in greater detail
Baudrillard’s hypothesis that “Death is a rendez-vous, not an objective destiny” (73).
Simulation, we can say, is similarly an encounter, rather than a thing.

21. Baudrillard, for one, envisions such an outside: “Anomaly is what escapes not only the law
but the rule. What is outside the game, ‘offside’, no longer in a position to play” (Perfect 146).
However, in terms of the current argument, no possibility of an “offside” position is readily
apparent; nothing is external to the game, and there are no spaces which are not also squares on
the chess board.

22. The concept of “doubling” is also connected to the concept of the performative statement. As
Butler says, “this again is what we might mean by . . . ‘doubling’, the saying of something that
makes it true” (20). To use the same example, the usurper’s becoming a king by becoming a
usurper is a performative, since, in effect, the usurper becomes a king by saying that he is a king.

23. We can see examples of such “doubling” in all of the authors we have considered so far, such
as Stoppard and Calvino.
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Stoppard:
ROS: I watched it [the sun] come up.
GUILL: No .. . it was light all the time, you see, and you opened your eyes very,
very slowly. (85)

Calvino:
POLO: Unless the opposite hypothesis is correct: that those who strive in camps
and ports exist only because we two think of them, here, enclosed among these
bamboo hedges, motionless since time began . . . washerwomen bent over stones,
mothers stirring rice as they nurse their infants, exist only because we think them .

KUBLAL: 7o tell the truth, I never think them.
‘POLO: Then they do not exist. :
KUBLAL: To me this conjecture does not seem to suit our purposes. Without
them, we could never remain here swaying, cocooned in our hammocks.
POLO: Then the hypothesis must be rejected. So the other hypothesis is true: they
exist and we do not.
KUBLALI: We have proved that if we were here, we would not be.
POLO: And here, in fact, we are. (Invisible 117-18)

24. Vonnegut’s version: “What the Englishman said about survival was this: ‘If you stop taking
pride in your appearance, you will very soon die.” He said that he had seen several men die in the
following way: ‘They ceased to stand up straight, then ceased to shave or wash, then ceased to
get out of bed, then ceased to talk, then died’” (Slaughterhouse 145). This is an absurd version
of Searle’s example of the walk in the park: to an outside observer the cause and the effect would
be interchangeable in what Poster calls “a [Baudrillardian]} world where anything can be anything
else, where everything is both equivalent to and indifferent to everything else” (Baudrillard,
Selected 5).

25. What is “inside” for Searle is the “outside” for simulation, the position from where one can
see the truth in contrast to the illusion. The inside and the outside are ultimately two equal but
opposite functions of having an “other’ point of view, the only point of view from which the
simulation can be seen as such. :

26. Here, Searle would be in agreement with Aristotle (and we, for the first time, will not): “And
there is no other mode besides these; for one must necessarily either do the deed or not, and with
or without knowledge of what it is” (Poetics 42). Things are never that simple. As Stoppard’s
Guildenstern comments, “[a} Chinaman of the T°ang Dynasty—and, by which definition, a
philosopher—dreamed he was a butterfly, and from that moment he was never quite sure that he
was not a butterfly dreaming it was a Chinese philosopher. Envy him; in his two-fold security”
(60).

27. From “Please Follow Me,” Art & Text 23/4, 1987: 103-12; 104.

286



28. This invites the question of whether a person can be not-free without his knowledge (which is
similar to the question of whether a person can feel pain without knowing that something hurts).
In both cases, awareness seems essential (although we shouldn’t forget Harold Brown's advice
that “‘we should sever any definitional ties between the concepts of knowledge and of truth”
[221]). If an outside observer is aware of a person’s lack of freedom (which he himself is not
aware of), can we trust this judgment any more than we can trust the people sitting outside the
Chinese room in their belief that they are chatting in Chinese with the person inside? And
conversely, what would make us trust the person inside more than the outside observer? As
Merleau-Ponty says, “[s]eer and seen are exactly interchangeable” (16). We can accept as a
tentative and oblique answer Barthes’ observation that “[a]ll classical culture lived for centuries
on the notion that reality could in no way contaminate verisimilitude” (147), and conclude that
reality has no part in making things seem true. :

29. In Lacan’s terminology: “what is hidden is never but what is missing from its place, as the
call slip puts it when speaking of a volume lost in the library. And even if the book be on an
adjacent shelf or in the next slot, it would be hidden there, however visibly it may appear. For it
can literally be said that something is missing from its place only of what can change it: the
symbolic. For the real, whatever upheaval we subject it to, is always in its place” (“Seminar on
‘The Purloined Letter’” 55).

30. Cf. Chapter Three, pp. 190-91.

31. Similarly, Oedipus suspects that there is a conspiracy, but he never suspects that it is his own:
the notion of the “other” who is responsible for the simulation is the condition for the success of
the simulation. Not unlike our need to find a creator for what we create, to blame someone else
and to credit someone else in order to make our creation (simulation) more genuine than we are.

32. That would be that same north of the arrow from chapters two (pp. 105-106) and three (pp.
149, 192-94).

33. We do not distinguish here, as Davidson would, between “cause” and “intention.” According
to Davidson, “cause” is “a mark of agency that does not use the concept of intention” (47). For
our purposes, however, cause and intention will be used interchangeably to mean the thing which
precedes the event itself and has bearing on it. This would allow us to see the complicated nature
of the beast, such as the fact that Oedipus’ intention causes an event exactly opposite to what he
intended and yet the same.

34. We can also take as an example Baudrillard’s observation that “from the perspective of the
satisfaction of the consumer, there is no basis on which to define what is ‘artificial’ and what is
not” (Selected 40). In other words, there is no way to distinguish between what Herbert Marcuse,
for example, defined as “true” and “false” needs of the consumer (6). But the “truth” is a
temporal category again, because if we could determine beyond any doubt which “needs” came
first, there would be little question that these needs are the genuine ones and the others are
artificial. We would be able to distinguish what is true and what is simulated on the basis of
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their chronology. However, such a neat chronology is hard to come by, and on the subject of the
consumer society Baudrillard clarifies this problem by saying that “the system of needs is the
product of the system of production” (Selected 42).

35. As the protagonist in the film SImOne says, “you made me, but I made you first.”

36. He has the freedom to fight but not the freedom not to fight. More on negative freedom later.
For now, we’ll just mention Baudrillard’s observation that “doing something solely because you
can’t not do something has never constituted a principle of action or freedom” (Perfect 133).

37. Cf. the description of the biography the protagonist has to write in The Locked Room: “There
was never any. question of telling the truth. Fanshawe had to be dead, or else the book would
make no sense. Not only would I have to leave the letter [from Fanshawe, showing that he is
alive] out, but I would have to pretend that it had never been written. . . . The book was a work
of fiction. Even though it was based on facts, it could tell nothing but lies” (291).

38. This is classic Baudrillard: “The simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth—it is the
truth which conceals that there is none. The simulacrum is true” (Ecclesiastes, qtd. in
Baudrillard, Selected 166).

39. The same problem comes up in Heidegger: “Only when the meaning of something is such
that it makes a pretension of showing itself—that is, of being a phenomenon—can it show itself as
something which it is nor. . .. What appears does not show itself; and anything which thus fails
to show itself, is also something which can never seem” (Being and Time 51-52). In other words,
only something which stands for itself can also stand for something else, since the disguise
simultaneously makes something absent (what it hides) and something present (itself). The
phenomenon is not an “appearance”; it is something which is both true (shows itself as what it is)
and false (hides something it isn’t). As in simulation, what is is the same as what seems to be. In
order to seem it also needs to be.

40. The negative event (just like simulation) does not appear to have a physical manifestation:
“one can thermodynamically explain why there are observations though no ‘un-observations’ in
which originally existing information (about the future) would disappear by means of an
interaction between the observing and the observed systems” (Zeh 5).

41. Calvino also senses the same paradox of the negative event, the doubling, when his narrator
in the story “A King Listens” begins to suspect that the he has been overthrown: “Perhaps
everything continues as before, but the palace is already in the hands of the usurpers” (Jaguar
44). And Baudrillard makes a similar point: “Indeed it is possible that [the simulation] never
existed, and the world’s order would remain the same. But the assumption of its existence
changes everything. The assumption alone is enough to change reality, as it is, as it cannot be
otherwise, into one immense simulacrum. Reality is nothing other than its own simulation”
(Seduction 151).
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42. As Aristotle says, the cause is also “[t]he end, i.e. that for the sake of which a thing is. For
example, health is the cause of walking” (Metaphysics 4). In other words, even if the “purpose”
behind the walk is only discovered at the end of the walk, it reaches back to the beginning,
because in some sense the end is and has always been the cause of the walk.

43. Note that the word “itself” here refers to the form, not the content of the action, contrary to
the traditional Kantian usage, for example, where the appearance of the action would not qualify
as a bearer of the “itself”’; for Kant, the “itself” would be the noumenal content, the internal

e€ssence.

44. Aristotle: “each man likes not what is good for himself but what appears to him to be good
for himself” (Nicomachean Ethics 141).

45. Being an observer of oneself does not necessarily deprive one of the truth, as we can see from
the logical problem of the three wise men. Logical problems of this kind apparently exist in a
variety of forms across cultures; the version here is derived from memory from an untraceable
source, but for purposes of documentation another version can be found in a collection of logical
problems online:

problem: m&m&mm&mm&p.mmmm

solution: http: X a1/D3 [accessed June 7, 2002]
Problem: Three wise men fall asleep under a tree A man walks by and decides to play a trick on
them. He draws a mark on each man’s forechead. When they wake up, they all start laughing at
one another, each of them seeing the marks on the others’ foreheads. After a few minutes,
however, one of them stops laughing, realizing that he too has a mark. How did he arrive at this
conclusion?

Solution: Let’s call this man A. A reasons this way: if his own forehead is clear, then B is
laughing at C, and C is laughing at B. Then A imagines what this situation would look like from
the point of view of B, who would be looking at A (with a presumably clear forehead) and C
(with a mark on his forehead). B would also see that C is laughing, and, A imagines B would
reason, not having anything else to laugh at, C probably is laughing at the mark on B's forehead.
This would make B stop laughing, since he would realize that C is laughing at him. But since B
does not stop laughing, the above situation is not true, B apparently assumes that C is laughing at
A, and therefore A also has a mark on his forehead. In other words, it is because no one stops
laughing that A stops laughing.

In a similar way, in Andersen’s tale about the emperor each person’s behavior depends on
what he thinks the others see: everyone “pretends” (80), because everyone suspects the others are
not pretending. We should note that Andersen’s emperor is put in a more complicated semiotic
situation than the three wise men, a situation in which the “other,” whose reaction the emperor is
supposed to interpret, is pretending, altering his behavior because he knows he is being observed
by the emperor. On the contrary, wise man A can trust that the behavior of B and C he observes
is genuine, not put on for his own benefit. i ek says that “this double reflection produces a
symbolic point the nature of which is purely virtual: neither what I immediately see . . . nor the
way the others see me . . . but the way I see the others seeing me” (They 13). The other doesn’t
see us; we don’t see ourselves; but in seeing what the other fails to see in us we can get at a

e
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negative truth about ourselves: that is, unless the other, knowing that we are observing him,
changes his behavior to make us believe that he sees (or fails to see) something else. Either way,
only in the broadest possible sense can we say that, as Auster fears, we “exist for ourselves”
(292). We are always involved, even as neutral observers, in the events of the world, since we
are constantly faced with “the problems of a universe that contains its observers” (Zeh 65). As
Baudrillard says, “[w]e are no longer spectators, but actors in the performance, and actors
increasingly integrated into the course of that performance” (Perfect 27).

46. Hawthorne’s narrator seems to lean heavily in the direction of predestination or necessity at
times, but he does it in a way that throws doubt on his own words: “Would that I had a folio to
write, instead of an article of a dozen pages! Then might I exemplify how an influence beyond
our control lays its strong hand on every deed which we do, and weaves its consequences into an
iron tissue of necessity” (78). In other words, he admits that this short story does not exemplify
the necessity he talks about; but he would have been able to exemplify it if he had had more
space. However, it is not very clear how exactly he is prevented from writing a longer story (or
the whole story).

In another passage, we see the same thing: “Watch him long enough to see what we have
described, and you will allow that circumstances-which often produce remarkable men from
nature’s ordinary handiwork-have produced one such here” (79). All the credit for Wakefield's
actions goes not to him but to the power of circumstances, if we could only observe him long
enough, if only this story were long enough, if this story were true enough. But here we notice a
curious temporal confusion in the phrase “Watch him long enough to see what we have
described.” The meaning of the story should be found in what is already described: the story
does not in fact need to be longer because the truth lies in what is already given to us. In other
words, the narrator suggests that the truth is right here, in the story he has told, and advises us to
~ look harder for it. The narrator does everything possible to convince us that it is not the case that
there is no message, but that the message is scrambled by interference in the process of reading
or writing. Even if we do not see the moral (the meaning of the story, the reason behind
Wakefield’s actions), it is still there and we should read, “trusting that there will be a pervading
spirit and a moral, even should we fail to find them, done up neatly, and condensed into the final
sentence” (75). But how can we fail to find the moral if we are told it is going to be in the last
sentence? An interesting concept: a moral that we fail to find. Isn’t the very definition of a
“moral” something which the reader learns? How can we learn something without knowing it?
We recall Searle’s observation that “[t]he distinction between reality and appearance cannot
apply to the very existence of consciousness. For if it seems to me that I'm conscious, I am
conscious™ (99). And conversely: if I do not appear to myself to be conscious, then I am not
conscious. The same is true of the moral of the story: if we don’t notice that we are learning
(becoming conscious of) anything, then we are not learning anything; if we don’t see a moral,
then there isn’t one, since the moral is by definition that which we see.

But the narrator promises a moral “in the final sentence,” and there is one: “Amid the
seeming confusion of our mysterious world, individuals are so nicely adjusted to a system, and
systems to one another and to a whole, that, by stepping aside for a moment, a man exposes
himself to a fearful risk of losing his place forever. Like Wakefield, he may become, as it were,
the Outcast of the Universe” (80). But this moral is obviously not true, because Wakefield does
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not “lose his place™: he can and does return to his home as if nothing has happened. Instead of
stepping out for a moment and losing his place forever, Wakefield steps out for twenty years
without losing his place at all. He is not the capitalized “Outcast of the Universe”: he cannot be
cast away from the universe, because the universe is by definition everything there is (hence the
“uni” prefix). At no point is he fully independent of the “system,” but neither is the system
putting any objective pressure on him: he is free to do whatever he wants, to change the rules, to
be dead and then alive again, disregarding even the most basic laws of nature (transforming, like
Macbeth, laws into rules). (It is interesting that Hawthorne should describe reality in terms of
self-consistent systems interacting with each other, which is how we would describe simulation.)
In other words, instead of a “true” moral that we reach on our own, we get a moral which is flatly
stated and obvious (the narrator doesn’t trust us to find it on our own even when we are told
which sentence we should look at), but not “true.” It seems that the narrator cannot find a moral
in the story any more than we can; and just as the narrator has no advantage over the reader,
Wakefield has no advantage over the narrator, since not even Wakefield has an explanation for
his own actions.

47. “[A] myth which Socrates relates . . . tells how the signs of the alphabet were a gift of the
Egyptian god Thoth to Thamus, the king of Thebes. The god invited the king to make the signs
known throughout Egypt since, he said, they were a medicine for knowledge and memory
(Phaedrus, 274 €). Thamus, however, does not accept the gift very enthusiastically, for he is
convinced that the signs of writing would have an effect opposite to that claimed by the god, that
is, that they would weaken the memory. The king fears that, trusting writing, people would no
longer recall things from within themselves, but from outside, through external signs” (Manetti
54).

48. Another translation of Alcmaeon of Croton can be found in Manetti, in Theories of the Sign
in Classical Antiquity: “The gods have immediate knowledge of invisible and mortal things, but
men must conjecture” (qtd. in Manetti 44). Manetti goes on to explain the historical importance
of this statement: “With Alcmaeon there originates a deep fracture between humankind and
reality. Knowledge of the world of experience is no longer transparent. The semiotic method
hinges on this fracture inaugurated by Alcmaeon, for this fracture imposes the necessity of
replacing the procedure of analogy [possible only if the world is all homogenous and each part is
homologous with the whole] with a procedure based on evidence [necessary, we can say, where
the relationship between things is one of metaphor rather than metonymy]” (44).

49. In contrast, Poe, as we shall see later, is capable of asking the same questions but without
answering them: “And again, and again, in secret communion with my own spirit, would I
demand the questions ‘Who is he?-whence came he?-and what are his objects?’ But no answer
was there found” (“William Wilson” 281-82).

50. Manetti tells us that “this type of reasoning [going backwards from the signs to their causes)
cannot produce a true fact-based knowledge, which can be obtained only by starting from causes.
Reasoning based on signs starts not from causes but from effects, and it enables merely the
affirmation of a fact-that is, the héti (‘that’)-without leading to the understanding of the
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cause~-that is, the diéti (‘why’). . . . [Aristotle] makes the distinction between ‘knowledge that
something is’ and ‘knowledge why something is’” (Manetti 88). The knowledge “that” would
characterize the present, while the knowledge “why” would characterize either the past (how it
came to be, by what means) or the future (to what end); see Chapter Three, note 62. When
Aristotle says, “we think we have knowledge of a thing when we have found its primary causes”
(Physics, Book I 1), the knowledge of the cause is knowledge either of the past or of the future.
The “why” is never available in the present. The difference between “the ‘sign’ and the ‘cause’
of a phenomenon” (Manetti 55) is again a function of temporality. With Wakefield and
Fanshawe, all we can establish as a fact is that they left, but not why they left: we have the sign
but not the cause, the event but not the meaning. Their condition doesn’t have a history; their
present doesn’t have a past.

51. Banquo’s initial impulse in Macbeth is the same, as he wants to reveal the truth of the
witches and speaks to them “[i]’th’name of truth” (1. iii. 52).

52. The first “detective story” can be traced back to various versions of this tale: “Three brothers
(runs a story from the Middle East told among Kirghiz, Tatars, Jews, Turks, and so on;
Vesselofsky 1886:308-309) meet a man who has lost a camel (or sometimes it is a horse). At
once they describe it to him: it’s white, and blind in one eye; under the saddle it carries two skins,
one full of oil, the other of wine. They must have seen it? No, they haven’t seen it. So they’re
accused of theft and brought to be judged. The triumph of the brothers follows: they
immediately show how from the barest traces they were able to reconstruct the appearance of an
animal they had never set eyes on” (Ginzburg 88-89). Ginzburg also suggests that “{tJhe hunter
could have been the first ‘to tell a story’ because only hunters knew how to read a coherent
sequence of events from the silent . . . signs left by their prey” (89); “the language of deciphering
tracks is based on figures of speech-the part for the whole, the cause for the effect” (89).

53. Cf. also Baudrillard: “the latent discourse turns the manifest discourse not from its truth, but
towards its truth. It makes the manifest discourse say what it does not want to say” (Seduction
53).

54. As Brown explains, “there are situations in which we encounter an unfamiliar object and give
it a name for ease of reference, and in which, at least initially, this name conveys no information”
(87). We can also add that this describes all situations when they happen for the first time, and
that the meaning of words and names comes only from repetition (cf. Chapter Three, pp. 170-71).
Interpretation is simply a reference back to another similar occasion, and if we could go back in
time to the first occasion when a name was used, we’ll see that the name won’t mean anything,
simply because there is no occasion earlier than the first it can refer to. Again, we encounter a
temporal problem with a semiotic solution.

S55. From A Scandal in Bohemia. Similarly, Brown points out Dretske’s distinction between
information and meaning. Information is present in the signal whether we recognize it or not;
what meaning is found in the signal depends on the background of the individual and the context:
*“The meaning that I find in a signal may match the information carried by the signal, but that
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need not happen” (Brown 82).

56. Consider Eco’s observation about the meaning of a religious rite: “The animal that coils in a
circle is the serpent; that’s why so many cults and myths of the serpent exist, because it’s hard to
represent the return of the sun by the coiling of a hippopotamus. Furthermore, if you have to
make a ceremony to invoke the sun, it’s best to move in a circle, because if you go in a straight
line, you move away from home, which means the ceremony will have to be kept short. The
circle is the most convenient arrangement for any rite . . . because in a circle everybody can see
the one who’s in the center” (Pendulum 302). In other words, the serpent is not the symbol of the
sun as much as a sign of how it got to symbolize the sun; what the serpent means is not the sun,
but, self-referentially, the fact that the serpent is the best representation of the sun. As a non-
clue, it tells us more about itself than it does about anything else.

That is why it is impossible to have clues to simulation (or to reality): just as when you
turn your back on the king it is no longer the king you’re turning your back on, when you reveal
simulation, it is no longer simulation that you have revealed. When we find out that the “clue” is
not a clue but a part of reality, not a symptom but a sign, not an exception but the rule, it ceases
to be a clue to something else and becomes a “clue” to itself.

57. While simulation is characterized by a paradox of the kind “I am a liar,” the detective genre is
rather characterized by the statement “You are a liar,” which reaffirms the category of truth rather
than destabilizing it. Unlike the structures of the detective genre, simulation complicates things
by being honest about its falsity: as one character says in the film SImOne, “We're fine with fake,
as long as you don’t lie about it.” But we cannot really call not lying about being false “false”; it
has a fair chance of being true. Is anything true unless it knows it’s true? Is anything false if it
knows it’s false? The awareness of what it is can change the definition of what it is. Anything
which is “true” in content can become “false” in its function (“‘even a child knows that the truth
can be used for devious ends” [Auster 313]), and anything which is “false” can be redeemed by
being aware of its falsity (“As long as you tell people what you are going to do, . . . you are free
to do what you want” [Auster 125]).

58. We reserve the right to qualify this statement later, to the effect that, even if we assume there
are no illusions of interiority, there still may be truths of interiority, in the sense of truths about
interiority (such as the fact that it doesn’t exist).

59. Reichenbach gives an example of the same process in scientific reasoning, where, in order to
distinguish between reality and dreams, we look for the set of “facts” that has the greatest
coherence: “The dream islands {the pieces of information which we call “dreams”] . . . could be
distinguished from the remainder because the remaining totality admit[s] of an order in terms of
causal laws” (265). While in reality facts are consistent among themselves (e.g., every time we
check, water is wet and things tend to fall down rather than up), dreams are inconsistent and
present us with various random events which never becomes causes and effects since they are
unsusceptible to repetition. Reichenbach has to conclude that consistency is the main criterion
for reality, and we’ll have to give up this reality if one with a higher degree of consistency comes
about: “We cannot completely exclude the possibility that later experiences will prove that we
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are dreaming even now” (29).

60. Baudrillard: “This means simulation in the sense that from now on signs will exchange
among themselves exclusively, without interacting with the real” (Selected 125).

61. Cavell: “It [the literal] is also a mode in which prophecies and wishes are fulfilled, surprising
all measures to avoid them. Birnam Forest coming to Dunsinane and the overthrow by a man of
no woman born are textbook cases. In the Inferno, Lucifer is granted his wish to become the
triune deity by being fixed in the center of a kingdom and outfitted with three heads. Endgame is
a play whose mood is characteristically one of madness and in which the characters are fixed by a
prophecy, one which their actions can be understood as attempting both to fulfill and to reverse”
(122-23). These are all cases of self-fulfilling prophecy, in which the prophecy is treated as a
symptom (metaphorically) only to discover that it should have been treated literally, not as clue
to something else, but as a clue to itself, i.e., not a clue at all. (We should point out that Manetti
disagrees, reversing the terms and saying that “in all literary episodes of oracular divination, the
human individual invariably interprets the text in a literal mode when it should have been read in
what we may term an enigmatic [metaphoric] mode™ [24]).) If the clue is a “figure of speech”
(Ginzburg 89), then it suffers from what Cavell calls “[a] wish to escape connotation” (120).
While Oedipus and Macbeth think they are interpreting the prophecy, they are in fact acting it
out, because they don’t know that interpreting the prophecy is acting it out, that denotation has
replaced connotation (isn’t the performative statement a temporal denotation?). It is impossible
to talk about things from the distance of the metaphorical, i.e., without making them happen.
That is why the self-fulfilling prophecy is the ultimate failure of detection, since we are asked to
investigate something which is already given, to seek something which has been found, to treat
as future something which is already in the present.

62. From Ghosts: “it suddenly occurs to Blue that he can no longer depend on the old procedures.
Clues, legwork, investigative routine-none of this is going to matter anymore. But then, when he
tries to imagine what will replace these things, he gets nowhere. At this point, Blue can only
surmise what the case is not. To say what it is, however, is completely beyond him” (Auster
175). And another, interchangeable Auster protagonist (interchangeable because the three novels
are “the same story” [346]) is aware of the same futility of detection: “there were no signs . . . no
clues to tell me what was happening” (286); “There were no leads, no clues, no tracks to follow”
(340).

63. Here we will have to disagree with i ek, who contends that “‘[d]etective stories . . . operate a
radical turnround of this relation between law and its transgression” (They 29). i ek
specifically has in mind the fact that the detective himself is often the greatest “law-breaker” in
those stories, collapsing the law/transgression binary. In terms of detection, however, detective
stories do not depart from the traditional reality principle, in that they still postulate that there is
something there for the detective o detect.

64. We can say the same about acting: one of Stoppard’s characters, a player, complains about a
fellow player ruining the scene of his death by actually dying: “he just wasn’t convincing! It was
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impossible to suspend one’s disbelief],] . . . he did nothing but cry all the time-right out of
character” (84). The actual crying distracts the audience from the real action on stage, even if
this action also happens to be crying, one would imagine. In other words, pretending to cry is not
the same as crying (the same way *“no one supposes that a computer simulation of a storm will
leave us all wet” [Searle 37-38]); crying on stage is not the same as stage crying, and, instead of
suggesting a sad character, it suggests a bad actor. In this sense, one cannot fake crying by
crying; the real crying distracts from the stage crying and interrupts the play; it is no longer a play
but reality. The impossibility of interrupting the play, whatever you do, would be called
simulation. In this sense, simulation is never about the actor but always about the character (even
the actions of a bad actor would be interpreted as failings of the character, e.g., he would be
perceived not as someone who is a bad actor, but as someone who is pretending to be a bad
actor: “bad actor” would still be a role, not the true identity).

65. Holmes elucidates this method of his on many occasions: “What is out of the common is
usually a guide rather than a hindrance” (qtd in Truzzi 65, from A Study in Scarlet). And: “There
is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact” (qtd. in Sebeok, “You Know My Method” 23).
[From The Boscombe Valley Mystery.] Truzzi also tells us that “Holmes recommends special
inspection of the unique and unusual details present in the situation” (65).

This holds even in the situations where “Holmes notes that extreme uneventfulness may
itself be a singular event which gives a clue to the mystery” (Truzzi 65). The “uneventfulness”
would be meaningful only if it is uncommon, only if it constitutes an “event” which stands out,
incongruous against a background of everyday eventfulness. In this scenario the ordinary itself
becomes extraordinary, the common becomes unrealistic, so that, even though the terms are
inverted, the principle remains the same.

66. Auster’s characters are faced with this problem in more general terms as well, not specifically
in terms of the “case”: *I let my mind drift without purpose, hoping to persuade myself that
idleness was proof of gathering strength, a sign that something was about to happen. . .. It's
possible that I would have worked my way out of this slump. Whether it was a permanent
condition or a passing phase is still unclear to me” (288-89). The characters suffer from an
inherent inability to decide whether their behavior is an exception or the rule, whether it truly
shows what their personality is like, who they really are. This is a question they can’t answer
because they can’t say what constitutes evidence and what doesn’t. In “The Light-Years,”
Calvino also considers this problem: “Just think, one who is like y can by chance be seen as x
and you might believe he is x although it’s clear that he’s absolutely y”” (Cosmicomics 132). But
what if he behaved like x all the time, or at least all of the time he’s being observed (by himself
or another)? Does that make him an x? Or is this a passing phase, while he’s actually y? Auster
leaves this question unresolved, except to say that “the circumstances under which lives shift
course are so various that it would seem impossible to say anything about a man until he is dead.
Not only is death the one true arbiter of happiness (Solon’s remark), it is the only requirement by
which we can judge life itself” (298-99). But even this method fails, since Auster’s characters
never actually die; they usually disappear at the end of the novel, making it impossible to observe
them further and make a conclusive pronouncement about their lives as a whole. They prevent
us from knowing them in a way that also prevents us from knowing that they are preventing us
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from knowing. In other words, we are never certain whether we are unable to observe them
because there is nothing to observe (because they’re dead), or because they’re very well hidden.
We never know whether the game is over, or whether the rules have changed so as to make us
think the game is over.

67. There is no real “detective” either, since the protagonist is always someone who merely plays
the role of the detective, a role that invariably takes over his life, suggesting that in some sense he
has been a detective all along, that he is only a detective and nothing else, that he has no life
outside the case.

68. Baudrillard’s use of “sign” here is closer to our use of “symbol,” and what we call “sign”
seems closer to his “code.”

69. Even though Eco says that “the phenomenal teaches us nothing about the noumenal” (Kant
91), the opposite is also true: all we know about the noumenal is the phenomena we observe. In
this sense, the noumenal is the phenomenal.

70. Recall the paranoid suspicions of Eco’s character that he is being followed (even though he’s
not): “I made no noise. Neither did he. . . . Do I hear footsteps behind me? But I wouldn't, of
course; the Killer has stopped, too” (Foucault’s Pendulum 475, 500). This is not simply a silence
of something absent, but “[the] silence of something making no noise”” (Pratchett, Reaper Man
105). And Pratchett again: “There had been a sound like someone making no noise at all. Forget
peas and mattresses—sheer natural selection had established over the years that royal families that
survived longest were those whose members could distinguish an assassin in the dark by the
noise he was clever enough not to make” (Mort 90). Or Butler’s example from Baudrillard: “The
absence of Calle is now only proof that she is following him” (116). In this sense, we can say
that meaning is always paranoid. (“I knew it! Iknew it! Well, not ‘knew it’ in the sense of
having the slightest idea, but I knew there was something I didn’t know” [Buffy the Vampire
Slayer, episode 26, “Innocence,” original air date Jan. 20, 1998].)

71. Cf. Eco: “There exists a secret society with branches throughout the world , and its plot is to
spread the rumor that a universal plot exists” (Pendulum 265).

72. Cf. discussion of proof in relation to good and evil, Chapter Two, pp. 97-99.

73. Consider another example: if I tell a joke to a person who doesn’t get it, and he doesn’t laugh,
that does not tell me anything about the joke; it doesn’t mean anything. If, on the other hand, I
tell the joke to a person who gets it and still doesn’t laugh, that means something: it tells me that
this is a bad joke. Here, we have a situation where the same joke is told and it gets the same
response (silence rather than laughter), but in one case it means something, while in the other it
doesn’t. However, as with the Chinese room example, there is no way to know which case I am
dealing with. The silence itself doesn’t tell me whether the silence is meaningful or not; to find
out the meaning of the silence, I would need something outside the silence itself (e.g., somebody
saying “I don’t get the joke” or “This is a bad joke™).
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74. Eco also points out that *“the more ambiguous and elusive a symbol is, the more it gains
significance and power” (Pendulum 360).

75. We can think of necessary silence as “general” (since what the person doesn’t tell falls under
the general category of everything he doesn’t know) and of motivated silence as “specific” (since,
unlike everything else he doesn’t tell us, the person knows the answer to this question; the
absence of an answer is then unique among other absences in that the person is trying to hide this
specific answer). In this connection, consider Stoppard:

GUIL: Death is the ultimate negative. Not-being. You can’t not-be on a boat.

ROS: I've frequently not been on boats.

GUIL: No, no, no-what you’ve been is not on boats. (108)
Just like his not having the letter, Rosencrantz’s absence from the boat (a general negativity)
cannot constitute a clue of any kind (clues being things that point to a specific negativity, a
motivated attempt to hide something), unless we assume that he was supposed to be on the boat
in the first place (in that case, we can interpret his absence as a clue pointing to some hidden fact,
such as that he may be dead or tied up in traffic; his absence would be meaningful). Knowing
whether or not he was supposed to be on the boat constitutes the real problem. We know that
someone is on the boat from the fact that he is on the boat, but we don’t know that someone is
supposed to be on the boat from the fact that he’s not. The fact that he is absent doesn’t mean
that he is missing from the boat; it doesn’t mean anything (just as we can’t say that Rosencrantz
has lost the letter just because he doesn’t have it). Like Baudrillard’s question, “useless for
what?” (Perfect 48), Rosencrantz’s situation is based on a negative event, a general negativity
which can be wrongly conceived of as specific negativity, an intentional denial of something
specific: if we were to paraphrase Baudrillard’s question in relation to Rosencrantz’s letter, we
would be asking the absurd question, “What is it that he doesn’t have?” Since there are any
number of things Rosencrantz doesn’t have, the question is general and yet the answer (“the
letter”) is specific and motivated, set up in such a way as to imply intention or other necessity on
the part of Rosencrantz. It would be like trying to define a negative event by asking, “What is it
that didn’t happen?” or “Negative how?” Asking this question means automatically setting up
the assumption of positivity, a reference point in relation to which the negativity occurs, and
which endows this negativity with meaning and motivation: it is no longer merely a negativity
but a failure, a secret, a clue, etc., something bound up with what it is not. (Later we will see the
same problem of negativity vs. failure in terms of absence vs. subtraction.)

Cf. Aristotle: “The statement that ‘Socrates is ill’ is the contrary of ‘Socrates is well.’

Yet we cannot maintain even here that one statement must always be true and the other must
always be false. For, if Socrates really exists, one is true and the other is false. But if Socrates
does not exist, both the one and the other are false. To say ‘he is ill’ will be false, and to say ‘he
is well’ will be false, if no Socrates so much as exists. . . . ‘[H]e is not ill,” however, is true”
(The Organon 95). As in the case of Rosencrantz, all the things Socrates is not will be true but
meaningless, meaninglessness being the price of their truth. In this sense, they are truly
analytical and tautological.

76. Or we can recall Calvino: “while I was making it [the shell] I had no idea of making it
because I needed it; on the contrary, it was like when somebody lets out an exclamation he could
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perfectly well not make, and yet he makes it, like ‘ha’ or ‘hmph!,’ that’s how I made the shell:
simply to express myself” (Cosmicomics 146) [italics mine]. As Aristotle says, “[t]hings could
just as well happen as not” (The Organon 135).

77. In this tortoise sense, simulation (and reality) seem to reflect closely Nietzsche’s skepticism
toward this kind of negative freedom: “popular morality also separates strength from expressions
of strength, as if there were a neutral substratum behind the strong man, which was free to
express strength or not to do so. But there is no such substratum; there is no ‘being’ behind
doing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed-the deed is
ev ing” (Genealogy 45). Which leads us to simulation, where there is nothing hidden and
essential, everything is exactly what it appears to be, and its identity lies in this manifestation of
itself. Simulation is the ultimate WYSIWYG, and even though our detective faculties refuse to
accept it at face value, or because of that, it can also simulate depth: depth is precisely that
“belief that the strong man is free to be weak’ (45), that three-dimensional illusion of a hidden
cause, as in this passage from Aristotle:
men think that it is in the power of the just man to act unjustly no less than in the
power of the unjust man, since the just man is not less but even more able to do
each of these unjust things; for he is able to commit adultery or to strike a
neighbor, and a brave man can throw away his shield and turn to flight in this or
that direction. Yet to act in a cowardly way or unjustly is not simply to do these
things, except accidentally, but to do so by being disposed in a certain manner.
(Nicomachean Ethics 97)
While Aristotle grants a certain negative freedom of the virtuous man to be wicked or the strong
man to run, this is possible only at the price of granting them an essence as well. The connection
between essence and freedom means that the man is free to be weak only because he is not weak.
The lapses from that essence are only used to highlight the contrast between what the man is and
what he does (a contrast which does not exist in Nietzsche). Notice that the interiority is a
temporal construct: if a strong man acts weak (now), we are still convinced that he is strong
(now), because he can act strong whenever he wants to (in the future), the two layers of “now”
suggesting that one of them is hidden. The strong man may not have expressed his strength, but
we believe he has it and could express it in the future. In this way we are making a temporal
statement about what the man is really like, despite his deceptive appearance at the moment.
Essence is nothing more than continuous appearance, appearance over time. In this sense,
freedom from essence would be freedom from time.

78. This logic is not necessarily false; the problem is that there is no way to know whether it is
false or not. In some cases, it is true, as in these two examples from Buffy the Vampire Slayer:
“So his papers are gone. That doesn’t prove anything. . . . Except that somebody didn’t want us
to prove anything.” (episode 49, “Consequences,” original air date Feb. 16, 1999); “It’s okay. I
didn’t see you so I should have known you were there” (episode 52, “Earshot,” original air date
Sept. 21, 1999).

79. Caprettini: “We find an effective example of the problem of coherence in a set of clues
arranged for simulation in the world of the fairy tale. We choose for this purpose the tale called
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The Wolf and the Seven Kids, from the Grimm brothers’ collection. The wolf tries twice to get
into the house where the kid goats are locked in, waiting for the return of their mother. And
twice he fails, because of an incomplete or incoherent act of simulation. The first time he is
betrayed by his hoarse voice; the second time (after he softened his voice by chewing a piece of
clay) by his black paw lying on the window. On the third attempt he is more careful; having
whitened his paw with flour, he successfully deceives the kids, who open the door. Only one of
them saves himself, hiding in the grandfather clock, almost as if he had suspected a snare, despite
the wolf’s skilled deceit. Therefore not even the coherence of a set of clues authorizes a trustful
or inattentive attitude on the part of the investigator” (139). However, we can hardly say that
coherence has been achieved the third time; in fact, it is still the coherence that fails in the wolf’s
disguise, since the disguise is still partial: once he is in the house, the wolf doesn’t bother to
maintain his pretense. For the purposes of absolute coherence, imagine the wolf entering the
house and continuing to behave like the mother. If all the clues are consistent with each other,
including his behavior, the simulation would remain intact. However, the wolf has no reason to
maintain the simulation for any length of time, and it is his malicious purpose behind the illusion
that limits his disguise to only a few tricks which will help him get in the house but will fail to
create a totality of coherent clues. Such a totality would be possible only if it is not motivated by
any ulterior purpose, only if it includes everything so that there really is nothing left of the wolf
himself “under” the disguise.

80. Cf. also The Truman Show. Interestingly enough, the writer of The Truman Show, Andrew
Niccol, is also the man behind S/mOne, a film which poses the problem not of a simulated
environment but of a simulated self (the name of the simulated person, Simone, is an
abbreviation of “Simulation One”): “Like The Truman Show, Simone finds its bite in the
manipulation of reality: Whereas Trusman planted a real person into an artificial world, Simone
does the exact opposite” (Macdonald).

81. Baudrillard talks about “the perfect crime,” which cannot be solved because it “has no
motivation and no perpetrator, and therefore remains perfectly inexplicable. . . . [T]here is
neither murderer nor victim. If there were either, the secret of the crime would be unmasked
some day, and the inquiry concluded” (Perfect xii). If simulation could be called a crime at all, it
would be “a crime without a criminal, without a victim and without a motive. And the truth
would forever have withdrawn from it and its secret would never be revealed, for want of any
clues . . . being left behind” (1).

82. Note, however, that it need not create the sea first, since it is not the sea that causes the sea
breeze but both the sea and the breeze are simultaneously caused by the simulation. This
simultaneity will not endanger the realism of the illusion of temporality. Temporality is
simulated with the simulation of the sea (the cause).

To take this analogy back to the detective genre, a similar dynamics can be seen in the
crime/clue causality. In simulation, there never was anything fo cover up before the cover-up
began, no hidden truth, no arch-criminal and first crime. That is where the detective story as a
genre falls short of simulation and is closer to an “illusion” which presupposes an “original”; the
genre needs a “truth” the way a murder presupposes a murderer or the breeze suggests a sea. But
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the simulated, Nietzschean murder does not have a murderer in a cause-and-effect way, since
both are equally part of a common simulation which also simulates their temporality in the
precedence of the “doer” over the “deed” (cf. also Oedipus as “detective” and Oedipus as
“criminal”).

83. To see that an absolute totality is impossible in practice, we just need to follow Hume one
step further: “When trying to frame reality, whether as scientist or writer, where can you stop? If
you focus on some details, you see a system but you lose other details and other systems of
meaning. The universe and any of its phenomena are infinitely divisible” (50). Clearly, nothing
can be detailed enough to approximate reality except reality itself. But we can always call that
which can approximate reality in such detail “simulation” rather than “reality.” Simulation is the
word for the ideal “approximation” of identity: we would use “reality” to refer to that which is,
and “simulation” to refer to that which resembles itself, that which is aware of its identity (it is
no less identical to itself; it’s just that it makes a fuss about it, as Stoppard would say). (Cf. also
Chapter One, note 15.)

84. Note that the evidence against simulation (in The 13* Floor, for example), is the opposite of
the evidence of purpose in evolution (Chapter Three, pp. 190-91).

85. We would have to disagree with Caprettini here, who argues that “simulation, being the
creation of a surreptitious but not completely groundless reality, is based on the coherence and
probability of the clue it produces” (138). More specifically, the disagreement concems the
definition of simulation as “not completely groundless reality”’; we believe it is, indeed,
completely groundless (as well as being nonexistent). The *“coherence” of simulation is also a
problematic concept. Simulation appears to be coherent because it doesn’t make any effort to be
coherent, because a purpose behind it cannot be detected (such a purpose would disrupt its
coherence). And if “purpose” means that something is so unlikely that the odds of its happening
by chance are unconvincing, then simulation is consistent with chance, not intent.

86. Cf. Baudrillard: “Chance is never neutral, the game transforms it into a player and agonistic
figure. Which is another way of saying that the basic assumption behind the game is that chance
does not exist” (Seduction 143).

87. For most of reality, the proof we get is of the same kind as the proof of simulation, namely,
none. We take a lot for granted in both cases, as we see from Reichenbach’s example: “What
you said was that your house was there when you did not see it; what you verify is that your
house is there when you see it. How can you tell whether it was there while you were absent? ...
[O]nly if you assume what you want to prove, namely, that the house continues to exist while you
do not see it” (177, 179). (The question has been around at least since Aristotle: “when they
[things] are outside of our observation, we are not in a position to know whether they exist or
not” [Nicomachean Ethics 103).) For a simulated house, the same but reversed argument would
take place: what you see is that your house is there when you look; what you assume is that it is
not there when you’re not looking (i.e., that it was designed specifically for your benefit, and by
an obviously malicious mind which is trying to fool you).
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88. Notice that, according to the detective genre, the “clues” left deliberately for the detective to
find must not be too obvious, since that would undermine their status as clues; they must be
small, insignificant details, since, as Eco points out, the truth is by definition something which is
hard to get to: “If this machine gave you the truth immediately, you would not recognize it,
because your heart would not have been purified by the long quest” (Pendulum 29). It is the
difficulty of getting to the information that guarantees its truthfulness. The “purification” is the
belief in the hidden truth and a distrust for the obvious truth; it is the ability to look for the truth
without seeing it.

89. That is why there are so many stories and movie plots where policemen or other status quo
persons make the best criminals, because they use exactly the same methods in both cases. In a
similar way, a computer programmer can use the same skills to create either a2 computer virus (a
deception) or an anti-virus program (a device which exposes the deception). In this sense, we
can never find ourselves in a situation where, as the protagonist in the film S/mOne says, “our
ability to manufacture fraud has exceeded our ability to detect it”’; the two will always be equal,
because they are the same skill, doubled by the illusion of an “inside” set against an “outside”
from which the inside may or may not be detectable.

90. Even Caprettini admits that “simulation can be not only the result of an act of concealment
performed by the criminal or by the policeman who wants to unmask him, but it can also be the
result of our hypotheses. It is up to our perception of things to consider a clue as sufficiently
valid, changing its status from symptom to sign” (Three 139-140). The perception defines the
thing perceived: as Kenneth Steele White points out, Einstein supported the idea that “no
phenomenon could be a phenomenon until it was an observed phenomenon” (29). The primacy
of perception over that which is perceived (or form over content) highlights the opponents’
mutual awareness. The clue is not a “thing” but a way of interpreting the antagonist’s behavior.
We are no longer dealing with investigation but with a rhetorical technique and, as Manetti says,
thetoric means “concentrating not on the message . . . but rather on the emotions of the intended
receiver of the message™ (140). The focus is not on the truth that the opponent is hiding but on
the opponent himself,, or rather, the truth will depend on the behavior of the opponent.

91. The New York Trilogy has multiple references to Poe (the most explicit ones are on pages 3,
48, 100, 153, 252, 300). Significantly, the references to Poe are occasionally references to
William Wilson (not to be confused with Arthur Conan Doyle’s Mr. Wilson), the character Poe
created as a perfect double of his protagonist in the story “William Wilson,” as well as a double
of Poe himself: the character in the story has the same birthday as Poe (Jan. 19, 1813), or rather,
the right date combined with the year Poe falsely gave as the year of his birth (Poe 291, note by
Levine). For that matter, “William Wilson” is not the real name of the character either: the story
begins with, “Let me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page now lying
before me need not be sullied with my real appellation” (271). Not coincidentally, in Auster’s
novels William Wilson is also a double for Auster’s characters: for example Quinn, the writer
from City of Glass, uses “William Wilson” as an alias under which to write his detective novels,
before he takes on the fake identity of a man he thinks is a “real” detective by the name of Paul
Auster (who exists, in the novel, but is not a detective) in order to solve a “case” which
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obliterates his identity as Quinn (and although the case requires writing of him, it eventually
obliterates his identity as a writer as well).

There is the suggestion in Poe’s story that, even though the protagonist would like to
think of his double as an “impostor” and “villain™ (283), the two persons are in fact identical, so
that there is no “bad guy” (or “other” guy), and by killing the impostor, William Wilson kills
himself. Poe creates a character whose imitation of identity is in fact the acquisition of identity:
“The same name! the same contour of person! the same day of arrival at the academy! And then
his dogged and meaningless imitation of my gate, my voice, my habits, and my manner! Was it,
in truth, within the bounds of human possibility, that what I now saw was the result, merely, of
the habitual practice of this sarcastic imitation?” (278). In other words, the identification with
the other takes place from the outside in, by “habitual practice,” so that the surface imitation
results in the creation of identity. Going back to the alias of “William Wilson,” we now notice
that the false is not significantly different from the true: “In this narrative I have therefore
designated myself as William Wilson,-a fictitious title not very dissimilar to the real” (274). The
illusion Poe creates in this story is problematic as illusion precisely because it, like simulation, is
“not very dissimilar to the real.”

92. This is similar to the example of versions without an original described by Nelson Goodman
in “The Telling and the Told”: “if I say that the geocentric and the heliocentric systems describe
the same motion, I do not imply that there is some absolute motion that both systems describe but
only that the two systems are related in a certain way. If I say that two terms have the same or
virtually the same meaning, I am not saying that there is any such entity as a meaning that they
have but am only speaking of a relation between the terms. And when I speak of several versions
of the same or virtually the same story, I am by no means conceding that there is some underlying
story, some deep structure, that is not itself a version” (256-57). To give a somewhat extreme
analogy, there is no letter that is not itself a theory about the letter. There is no evidence that is
not itself in some sense the opponent. As Zeh says, “there has always been speculation that the
intervention in physical processes by conscious beings must require new fundamental laws [of
physics]” (5). In other words, the role of the opponent in the game changes the game.

93. Cf. Levin: “the real problem is not to discover the difference of the other, but to establish
one’s own difference from the other, whose sameness to ourselves reveals our own failure to be
different. Fine. But the problem of identifying the other returns, since it becomes crucial to
understand what it is that we have failed to differentiate ourselves from” (277).

94. Baudrillard calls this “seduction” rather than simulation. His definitions of seduction and
simulation occasionally overlap significantly (cf. Seduction, pp. 11, 163, 178), and occasionally
do not (166), as he also sees seduction as “the only possibility of . . . overcoming [simulation]”
(11). In contrast to Baudrillard, we would 1) use the term “simulation” rather than “seduction” to
describe the passage above, and 2) not postulate a way out of simulation.

95. Cf. Eco: “So those who say they’re Rosicrucians are lying, which means they really are! No,
no, . . . we must not fall into their trap. Their spies are everywhere, even under this bed, so now
they know that we know, and therefore they say they aren’t” (Foucault’s Pendulum 168).
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96. In the detective stories. In “William Wilson,” for example, the two “opponents” are not only
equal (“I secretly felt that I feared him, and could not help thinking the equality which he
maintained so easily with myself, a proof of his true superiority; since not to be overcome cost
me a perpetual struggle” [274]), but remain equal until the end, since neither of them is
“overcome” and neither of them wins.

97. Eco: “‘But is there no way out?’ / ‘There’s a way back in, actually’” (Pendulum 186). In
other words, instead of trying not to play (which would mean still playing but losing, playing the
other’s game), we can propose our own game, take the initiative of going back into the game on
our own terms, raising the simulation to a higher level.

98. Anthony Wilden, System and Structure: Essays in Communication.and Exchange, London:
Tavistock, 1977, xxvii.

99. Death is not an event as much as an absence, as we can see from Guildenstern’s explanation:
“Death is not anything ... death is not ... It’s the absence of presence, nothing more . . . the
endless time of never coming back . . . a gap you can’t see” (Stoppard 124).

100. The proposition of death as a move also recalls Baudrillard’s observation that “the rules’
basic dictum is that the game continue whatever the cost, be it death itself’ (Seduction 131).

101. Baudrillard, for example, suggests that it is possible to escape the system by escalating it:
“Every revolution brings about a general involution in a kind of downward spiral. This negative
spiral can be countered only by striking an opposite blow, by upping the stakes—outdoing
insignificance with the nothing, the visible with appearance, the false with illusion” (Perfect 18).
However, it seems that “upping the stakes” does not “counter” the spiral as much as it makes the
spiral possible in the first place. Baudrillard’s vision of defeating the system at its own game
leaves itself vulnerable to the objection that even defeating the system would be playing the game
of the system, doing what the system wants us to be doing.

102. Contrary to Brown’s account of a first semiotic encounter (“there are situations in which we
encounter an unfamiliar object and give it a name for ease of reference, and in which, at least
initially, this name conveys no information” [87]), in the escalating spiral of simulation we won’t
be able to name anything for the first time: everything we encounter would be already defined by
the previous moves, everything would have a meaning before we can give it a name. Instead of a
name without meaning, we would have meaning to which we are free to give a new name, or,
rather, if we give it a new name, we would be free, as one of Auster’s characters is: “My
happiness was immeasurable. I exulted in the sheer falsity of my assertion, celebrating the new
power I had just bestowed upon myself. I was the sublime alchemist who could change the
world at will. The man was Fanshawe because I said he was Fanshawe, and that was all there
was to it” (348). (This is as much the character speaking as it is the author, and in the case of the
author it is more obviously true: that he creates the characters by naming them.) This semiotic
freedom is reminiscent of Socrates, who “states that ‘whatever name you give to a thing is its
correct name’ and explains that ‘if one replaces that name with another name and no longer uses
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the previous name, the later name is by no means less correct than the earlier one’ (384 d)” (qtd.
in Manetti 59).

103. “Things can reach a state of Breakdown greater than themselves, that is to say, they can
attain a degree of impairment at which their existence has less value than a zero-existence”
(Macedonio Fernandez, qtd. in Baudrillard, The lllusion of the End v).

104. Cf. Chapter Two, pp. 97-99.

105. If it were possible to identify with the other, we would be finally in a position to play the
same game as the other, to win and lose meaningfully: “You’ve got a big advantage You’ve
been him, and he’s never been you” (Pratchett, Mort 258). .

106. Cf. Macbeth: Willard Farnham says that “Macbeth gives himself to evil in order to gain
worldly position” (8), with the implication that evil is metaphysical, while the throne is physical,
that they are different in kind. We notice that, with the same action of killing Duncan, Macbeth
either wins the worldly game or loses the supernatural one. While the rules within each game are
fairly clear as to what would constitute victory or loss, it is not clear who decides what game
Macbeth is playing.

107. As Baudrillard would say, it is “a game that has always already been worked out, yet
remains forever indecipherable” (Seduction 152); the options are finite and known, yet the final
result is not. This is reminiscent of the ancient distinction between dialectic and rhetoric: “The
discussion which takes place before the [Greek] Assembly is in the typical form of dialectic
discussion. The obscure sign [from the gods] sets off an interpretative process which offers
various possibilities of development. However, dialectically it is basically a dichotomy between
two opposing, mutually exclusive solutions [e.g., to go to war or not]” (Manetti 33). We can call
the multiple build-up rhetorical (dependent on the other’s response, unpredictable), and the
binary outcome dialectical.

108. In a simplified but entertaining version of this interaction, we can think of simulation as a

jinxed reality; a direct connection between the myth of jinxing and the myth of Oedipus (or the
self-fulfilling prophecy) is easy to see, in that both are attempts to suppress knowledge that we
know would lead us to harm, knowledge that we don’t know, but that we know about. (In 2 more
poetic version: “There should be a word for the microscopic spark of hope that you dare not
entertain in case the mere act of acknowledging it will cause it to vanish, like trying to look at a
photon” [Pratchett, Mort 241].) This elaborate mechanism works very much like that of the self-
fulfilling prophecy: if we jinx something by talking about it to someone, talking about how we
must have jinxed it de-jinxes it; but then if we are aware of the de-jinxing, it gets jinxed all over
again.

This is exactly how simulation works, in cumulative levels of awareness spiraling up to
infinity. It is a possibility of simulation that it be fully aware, even more than fully: even when
there is nothing to be aware of; it goes into the negative Boolean values of consciousness, into a
self-consciousness so deep that it is deeper than what exists. When consciousness penetrates so
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deep that it goes further than there are things to be penetrated, it becomes self-consciousness and
begins to create, make up, simulate. Stories usually put an end to the process of simulation,
because otherwise the story cannot be told, but if we were to visualize Oedipus Rex, for example,
as a truncated version of the spiral of simulation, we would see, beyond Sophocles’ tragedy, an
endless spiral in which Oedipus is originally aware of the prophecy but not of the impact of his
awareness (jinxing; tragedy), but then he is aware that his awareness of the prophecy would cause
him to murder his father (de-jinxing; comedy), and then he will be aware of that (aware that he is
aware that his awareness of the prophecy would cause him to murder his father), but without
knowing what this higher awareness would mean (re-jinxing; tragedy), and so on. It is a vicious
circle of dramatic irony alternatively exposed (destroyed) and re-built. There is no definitive
answer or unambiguous meaning, and if the process is interrupted, it is an arbitrary stop. Just as
Poe’s stories stop when the detective uncovers the criminal’s plan, the self-fulfilling prophecy
“stops” at Oedipus not being aware of it. Neither the criminal nor Oedipus is given the chance to
“outwit” the system, since, when their turn comes, the story ends.

Note, in this connection, that the ancient liar paradox can be seen as an infinite if-then
string in a temporal loop: “All Cretans are liars. I am a Cretan.” If this loop were to stop at
either statement, without returning to the previous statement and without oscillating between the
two in order to consider them simultaneously, it would have resolved its internal contradiction:
the Mébius “side” it happens to stop at would be taken as true, and the other “side” as false, just
as, if the game ends with Dupin’s move, the truth is “revealed.” What we call the “truth,”
however, would be more accurately “Dupin’s truth””: the truth is simply the fact that Dupin wins,
while his opponent, who doesn’t get a chance to respond by incorporating Dupin’s move into his
own game, loses. But in an infinite loop, such as that of the Cretan liar, there is no last move,
and therefore no truth. Truth is, again, a function of time, another word for the lack of
simultaneity of the “two” Mébius sides.

109. In the detective story they don’t. E.g., the more literal method of the police (mocked by
Dupin) is appropriate when dealing with a case, until the case catches up with it like a virus
catches up with an antibiotic, or like a species adapts to its environment. In the beginning of the
escalating spiral, the initial literalness of the search (conducted by the police) has gone through a
stage of metaphoricity (Dupin’s assumption of the hidden), and this is where the story ends, just
short of coming back to a higher level of literalness, one which is aware of itself (which would
have been possible if Poe had given us a policeman smarter than Dupin). Baudrillard associates
simulation with “[t]he end of metaphor, the absolute realization of all metaphors” (/llusion 103).
However, it is rather an interaction between the literal and the metaphorical where each raises the
stakes and takes the game to a new leve! of complexity, and where each becomes the other plus
something else, where the “else” is the consciousness of being the other plus something else, and
so on ad infinitum.

110. Baudrillard: “We shall never get back to pre-stereo music (except by an additional technical
simulation effect); we shall never get back to pre-news and pre-media history” (/llusion 6). A
return back to a previous state can be accomplished only by adding an effect, the special effect of
faking the retro, of going back.
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111. In this context, consider Heraclitus: “one cannot enter the same river twice” (Aristotle,
Metaphysics 136), meaning that, even though one can do the same thing many times, one can
never do it for the first time again.

112. Stoppard’s version: “If we postulate, and we just have, that within un-, sub- or supernatural
forces the probability is that the law of probability will not operate as a factor, then we must
accept that the probability of the first part will not operate as a factor, in which case the law of
probability will operate as a factor within un-, sub- or supernatural forces. And since it obviously
hasn’t been doing so, we can take it that we are not held within un-, sub- or supernatural forces
after all; in all probability, that is” (17).

113. Lacan’s objection to that binary game with the opponent: “But what will happen at the
following step (of the game) when the opponent, realizing that I am sufficiently clever to follow
him in his move, will show his own cleveiness by realizing that it is by playing the fool that he
has the best chance to deceive me? From then on my reasoning is invalidated, since it can only
be repeated in an indefinite oscillation” (footnote in “Seminar” 50; from Ecrits). (In Of
Philosophers and Kings: Political Philosophy in Shakespeare’s Macbeth and King Lear, Leon
Harold Craig similarly claims that infinite self-reflexivity eventually “self-destructs” {75].) The
mock regression in the act of “playing dumb” in order to mask the move the player is most likely
to make next means that the game is approaching the odds of chance, the “indefinite oscillation”
which covers all of the available options (both heads and tails). In other words, even if the
person is in control of his next move, he avoids making a move that would show that he is in
control.

114. Aristotle also suggests that everything we desire is likely to happen, because what we desire
are things of the kind that tend to happen, things that are likely to happen anyway: “And things
which we love or desire naturally are possible; for as a rule no one loves the impossible or
desires it” (The Art of Rhetoric 267).

115. Compare this passage from Aristotle’s Physics, Book II: “Thus the man would have come
for the purpose of getting back the money when his debtor was collecting contributions, if he had
. known; in fact, he did not come for this purpose, but it happened concurrently that he came, and
did what was for getting back the money. And that, though he used to go to the place neither for
the most part nor necessarily. The end, the recovery, is not one of the causes in him.... And in
this case the man’s coming is said to be the outcome of luck, whilst if he had chosen and come
for this purpose, or used to come always or for the most part, it would not be called the outcome
of luck” (34). The actions of the man will be the same whether he knew that his debtor was there
or he merely met him by chance, whether he intended to go to the market with a specific purpose
in mind (to collect his money) or he merely went for a walk. To an external observer the
presence or absence of any motive behind the walk to the market would not be apparent. Or we
can cite Craig again: “Should it [determinism) happen to be true, there would be no way to know
it” (73). There is no way to distinguish between determinism and chance. It is possible to argue
that chance can be distinguished from determinism by its unpredictability: “The causes of chance
events are indeterminate, and therefore chance is difficult for us to predict” (Aristotle,

306



Metaphysics 367). But here we come against the self-fulfilling prophecy, which is always true
but there is still “no way to know it” until it happens. The absolute determinism of the prophecy
is as unknowable as chance: even though the events are predicted, they are not predictable.

116. While Baudrillard wonders, “Where, then, does this wish to substitute the human will for
the random course of things come from?” (Perfect 12), in the simulation we have in mind it is
rather the opposite: there is a wish to substitute chance for free will, to “fulfill the desire we
ourselves have of escaping our will” (Perfect 39).
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CONCLUSION

Simulation is an artificial construct. As such, it can be seen as something which is created, or
something which has a creator. In some of the works discussed here, we encounter such a creator
and are invited to adopt his point of view, to see what simulation would look like to somebody
who knows this is a simulation. In this sense, we are not dealing with a simple scenario of
manipulation or deception of one person by another. On the contrary, we see that the inside
knowledge or absolute control that the creator has over simulation does not in fact give him any
advantage over everyone else. Quite often, it destroys him. Invariably, there is the impulse of
the creator of the simulation to sever the connection between himself and his creation in order to
make it objective: Oedipus accepts severe punishment in exchange for the reality of his theory
that he should be punished; Macbeth, having compromised the reality of kingship (which
allowed him to usurp the throne), seeks to restore it (which would allow the throne he has
usurped to have meaning again, even at the price of Macbeth’s death). Calvino’s characters do
not sacrifice themselves in the process of the verification of their reality, but they bind
themselves in physical forms, in self-imposed temporal linearity, in all-or-nothing bets of their
futures. They seek to limit themselves rather than free themselves, to escape from the absolute
freedom of the initial nothing which is given to them.

All of these characters seek an objective world whose truth is proved by the fact that the

characters, even if they are the creators of the simulation, are bound by its harsh laws and rigid
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forms. It is the limitations and dangers of this world that give it reality, since they prove that the
world is independent of the subjective will of its creator, that it is not a whim, a fiction. As
Baudrillard says, we seek “to create an autonomous world, a fully achieved world, from which
we could at last withdraw . . . to invent a faultless world and withdraw from it without leaving a
trace” (Perfect 39-40). However, simulation does not even need to be “faultless,” and, in fact,
sometimes making it faulty can guarantee its reality better than any perfection. Baudrillard’s
description is reminiscent of Hawthorne’s Wakefield again, who “finds himself curious to know
the progress of matters at home-how his exemplary wife will endure her widowhood for a week;
and, briefly, how the little sphere of creatures and circumstances, in which he was a central
object, will be affected by his removal” (77). The creator is also a “central object” to his
creation, although his “removal” is not as easy. Since simulation cannot escape its origin (the
temporal term for “creator”), the creator never leaves the simulation entirely: if he did, he would
occupy a place outside of the simulation, and such a place, as we know, does not exist. The
creator (Oedipus, Macbeth, Umberto Eco’s Belbo, Dustin Hoffman’s producer) remains inside.
His is not a position significantly different from anybody else’s in relation to simulation.
Eventually, Auster presents us with a world in which the simulation does not have a creator, and
where the perception of agency, intent, or design behind the events is illusory. But the opposite
is also true: simulation exists in an ambiguous space where the absence of intent is intentional,
where chance gets produced by the protagonists’ choices; they have the power (like Macbeth) to
make things happen, but what they make happen seems to have certain limitations, such as the
necessity of being precisely itself: “That which is arbitrary is simultaneously endowed with a

total necessity” (Baudrillard, Seduction 75).
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Linear time is another way of limiting experience. When Baudrillard says that simulation
“is the end of linearity” (/llusion 10), we can qualify this statement, keeping in mind that, for
example, for Calvino’s characters temporal linearity is a free assumption: “Since there were no
reference points, I had no idea whether my fall was fast or slow. Now that I think about it, there
weren’t even any proofs that I was really falling. . . . [S]ince there was no above or below these
were only nominal questions and so I might just as well go on thinking I was falling”
(Cosmicomics 115). This is exactly the nature of simulation: since we don’t have proof, we
might as well go on thinking that this is simulation (or that this is reality). The assumption of
linear time can be similarly described as optional. It cannot disappear on its own, as Baudrillard
suggests, since linearity, as a concept, is not a natural phenomenon but a semiotic entity.

In semiotics, the trope of the self-fulfilling prophecy has established itself early on as a
central problem. As Giovanni Manetti says in Theories of the Sign in Classical Antiquity, the
search for answers from the oracles was possibly the first systematic semiotic endeavor:
“Divination forms the first homogeneous area of ancient Greek culture in which it is possible to
talk about the use of signs” (14). Manetti also talks about “the general, total nature of the
knowledge represented by divination. It is a type of knowledge which can be matched in scope,
though very much later, only by philosophical knowledge” (15). In other words, the knowledge
that comes from the oracle is not so much a specific knowledge about (the content of) an event
(even though Oedipus would like it to be more specific), but “knowledge in general” (139), or,
we can say, knowledge about how to attain knowledge. The ability to decipher signs is a human
skill which has nothing to do with the message behind the signs but only with cracking the code

in which the message was written. Semiotics has been, from the beginning and for over 2000
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years now, a theory about structure, not content. It is about the difference between three apples
and the number three. The emergence of the idea of structure is essential to theories of
simulation. In discussing simulation, we cannot discuss its content, because the content is not
what makes it simulation; rather, we can only interpret the position of the content or “message”
in relation to others. It is like talking about constellations rather than stars: the arbitrary shape
we call a constellation has no bearing on the physical life of any of its stars; they will remain the
way they are, regardless of the imaginary lines we draw between them (at the same time, we are
tempted to think of a constellation, which is nothing more than a structure, as a thing in itself).
The same is true for simulated events: they are real events with different imaginary lines
connecting them. We see, for example, how in Auster’s novels a character can, without moving
from his place physically or changing his daily routine, structurally change his place in the game
he plays with his opponent. He can win or lose without any visible sign that this is what is
happening to him, just as he can enter a simulation without changing anything about his life
except the awareness of a game being played. People can be part of a simulated structure, and
yet this structure will not necessarily affect them in any way.

In the cases where people are influenced by simulated or semiotic events, such as
oracular prophecies, their behavior changes (as with Oedipus), but this change is not enforced
from the outside; it is an act of the subject. Invariably, people are better off nor changing their
behavior in response to simulation. Simulation does not ask people to change; it does not
demand a response from them, just as a constellation makes no demands on the stars it is
composed of. Above all, the constellation, the semiotic configuration, is not external to the

elements that go into it. The constellation is made up of exactly the same things the stars are
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made up of. If one of the stars disappears, the remaining stars will form a new constellation; the
simulation will adapt to the behavior of its elements. With people, however, there is the urge to
adapt our behavior to the simulation, to respond to it somehow, to reject or resist it or control it,
when all it takes for it to exist is to imagine it. As Baudrillard says, “what one has discovered,
one can never then invent” (Perfect 97). In other words, what one engages with on the level of
reality one cannot engage with on the level of imagination, even if it is the same thing. In a way,
even though simulation and reality are made up of the same thing, they are not made up of the
same kind of thing. By the time things begin to have “kinds” (or species), we are in the realm of
the semiotic. We could say that the thing and the kind of thing it is (subject and predicate, thing
and sign) exist on different levels and do not interact. They are identical and incompatible.

That is why the simulation destroys its creator: because he (or someone else) thinks he
has physically created it, that he can do things with it in reality, which can be seen as a kind of
presumption, the presumption that simulation is real: “If the essential failing of humanity is a sin
of pride, the resulting human error is in the area of knowledge and has a strictly semiotic nature”
(Manetti 24). But once we have imagined simulation, we cannot engage with it in any “‘realistic”
way, for example, resist it or escape it, because that would mean responding to the content while
simulation is simply a form, a form which can adapt to any new content we throw at it and
incorporate it into its system. Aristotle asks, “How, then, can a reality be constituted by things
which are not realities?” (Physics, Book I 14), and we can say the same about simulation: it is
made up of things which are not simulated. Any “real” action we take against (or for) simulation
would change our reality, the “real” things simulation is made of, but it won’t change the

simulation. Only a semiotic approach can grapple with simulation on its own terms (for
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example, only by means of a semiotic precedence can Macbeth win the throne, since the throne
itself is a semiotic construct, a game which Macbeth leamns to play). To take a “real” action in
response to simulation means to assume that something is really at stake: and this is true, but
only because our action makes it true, it gives the game real stakes which it didn’t have on its
own. As Manetti says, “there is no intrinsic punishment for failure in rhetoric (as there is in
dialectic)” (32). So when we give simulation real stakes, the game seems “disproportionate to
the risks of life and death which it involve[s]”” (Manetti 30). There are no real stakes in
simulation until we begin to treat it as something real. In the words of Searle, “nobody supposes
that the computer simulation is actually the real thing; no one supposes that a computer
simulation of a storm will leave us all wet, or a computer simulation of a fire is likely to burn the
house down. Why on earth would anyone in his right mind suppose a computer simulation of
mental processes actually had mental processes?” (Searle 37-38). There is nothing real at stake
in simulation, and without us fighting it, or observing it, or investigating it, it would not exist,
Just as the constellations would not exist without the external observer looking at the stars
(although the observer is such an integral part of the phenomenon that he should be properly
called “internal” rather than “external” observer). He is the creator of the constellations, and the
constellations tell us less about the real stars than they do about him. Like any other semiotic
phenomenon, simulation consists in our being conscious of its existence. Simulation exists only

when we pay attention.
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