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E S SAY

THE NUMBING
OF THE

AMERICAN ~IIND
Culture as anesthetic

By Thomas de Zengotita

... the massive influx of impressions is so great; surtnising, barbaric, and violent
things press so overpoweringly-"balled up into hideous clumps"-in the youth~
Jul soul; that it can save itself only by taking recourse in premeditated stupidity.

-Friedrich Nietzsche

I,was to have been m, end of irony,
remember? Superficial celebrity culture was over; a new age of seriousness was
upon us. Of course, the way media celebrities focused on their own mood as
the consequence of September 11 was in itself an irony so marvelous you knew
immediately how wrong they were. And sure enough, the spotlight never wa-
vered. It went on shining as it always had, on those it was meant for---on them.
A guarantee of continuing superficiality right there, quite apart from unin-
tended irony.

So we shared Dan Rather's pain, marveled at intrepid Ashleigh Banfield,
scrutinizing those ferocious tribal fighters through her designer specs, and
Tom Brokaw, arbiter of greatness among generations, took us on a tour of
the real West Wing? But these iconic moments swam into focus only mo-
mentarily, soon to be swept away in a deluge of references, references so nu-
merous, so relentlessly repeated, that they came at last to constitute a solid
field, a new backdrop for all our public performances. How often did you hear,
how often did you say, "Since the events of9/11"? A new idiom had been de-
posited in the language, approaching the same plane of habituality as "by the
way" or "on the other hand." And in the process we got past it after all. Six
months or so was all it took. The holidays came and went, and-if you were
not personally stricken by the terror ofSeptember---ehances are you got over
it. You moved on.

How is that possible?
Nietzsche was not thinking I.Q. or ignorance when he used the word

"stupidity." He meant stupidity as in clogged, anesthetized. Numb. He
thought people at the end of the nineteenth century were suffocating in a vast

Thomas de Zengotita is a contributing editor of Harper's Magazine who telU:hes at the
Dalton School and New York University's Draper Progrcm. His last essay for the
magazine, "World World," appeared in theluly 2000 issue.
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SOAP-OPERA POLITICS.

THE THERAPY INDUSTRY. DIGITAL

EFFECTS. WORKSHOPS FOR EVERY

WORKPLACE. VlAGRA, PROZAC,

RITALIN. REALITY TV

goo of meaningless stimulation. Ever notice how, when your hand is numb,
everything feels thin? Even a solid block of wood lacks depth and texture.
You can't feel the wood; your limb just encounters the interrupting surface.
Well, numb is to the soul as thin is to a mediated world. Our guiding
metaphor. And it isn't just youthful souls either.

Here's the basic situation. On the one hand: the Web, satellite cable TV,
PalmPilot, DVD, Ethernet-Virtual Environments everywhere. On the oth-
er hand: cloning, genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, robotics-Vir-
tual Beings everywhere. Someday, when people (or whatever they are) look
back on our time, all this will appear as a single development, called some-
thing like "The' Information Revolution," and the lesson of that revolution
will have been this: what counts is the code. Silicon- or carbon-based. Ar-
tifact or animate. The difference between them is disappearing. This is not
science fiction. This is really happening. Right now, in an Atlanta hospital,
there is a quadriplegic with his brain directly wired to a computer. He can
move the cursor with his thoughts.

The moving cursor doesn't really need explaining-it comes down to
digital bytes and neurochemical spikes. What needs explaining is our equa-
nimity in the face of staggering developments. How can we go about our busi-
ness when things like this are happening? How can we just read the article,
shake our heads, tum the page? If creatures from.outer space sent a diplomatic
mission to the U.N., how long would it be before we were taking that in stride?
Before Comedy Central send-ups were more entertaining than the actual crea-
tures? About six months?

Soap-opera politics. The therapy industry. Online communities. Digital
effects. Workshops for every workplace. Viagra, Prozac, Ritalin. Reality TV .

.Complete makeovers. Someday, it will be obvious that all the content on our
information platforms converges on this theme: there is no important dif-
ference between fabrication and reality, between a chemical a pill introduces

and one your body produces, between role-playing in mar-
ital therapy and playing your role as a spouse, between sell-
ing and making, campaigning and governing, expressing and
existing. And that is why we moved on after September 11,
after an event that seemed so enormous, so horrific, so
stark, that even the great blob of virtuality that is our pub-
lic culture would be unable to absorb it. But it could. It has.
Here's how.
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FABRICA TION
Some people refuse to believe that reality has become

indistinguishable from fabrication. But beliefs are crude re-
flections of the psychological processes that actually de-
termine how we function. Fat people believe they are on
the stocky side. Abject drunks believe they are poetical free
spirits. Malicious prudes believe they are selfless do-good-
ers, And a lot of people still believe that, with some ob-
vious exceptions involving hoaxes and errors, we know
what's real and what's not. We can tell the difference be-

tween the Kursk and the Titanic (meaning the movie, of course), for example.
And maybe we can-when specifically focused on the issue. It might take

a while, of course, because there are so many gradations when you stop to
think about it. For example:

• Real real: You fall down the stairs. Stuff in your life that's so familiar you've
forgotten the statement it makes.

• Observed real: You drive by a car wreck. Stuff in your life in which the
image-statement is as salient as the function.

• Between real real and observed real: Stuff that oscillates between the first
two categories. Like you're wearing something you usually take for granted
bur then you meet someone attractive.

• Edited real real: Shtick you have down so pat you don't know it's shtick
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anymore, but you definitely only use it in certain situations. Documentaries
and videos in which people are unaware of the camera, though that's not easy
to detect, actually. Candid photographs.

o Edited observed real: Other people's down-pat shtick. Shtick you are still
working on. Documentaries in which people arc accommodating the cam-
era, which is actually a lot of the time, probably.

o Staged real: Formal events like weddings. Retail-clerk patter.
o Edited staged real: Pictures of the above. Homemade porn.
o Staged observed real unique: Al kisses Tipper. Survivor.
o Staged observed real repeated: Al kisses Tipper again and again. Anchor-

desk and talk-show intros and segues. Weather Channel behavior.
(In the interests of time, we can skip the subtler middle range of distine-

tions and go to the other end of the spectrum.)
o Staged realistic: The English Patient and NYPD Blue.
o Staged hyperreal: Oliver Stone movies and Mal-

colm in the Middle.
o Overtly unreal realistic: S.U.V.'s climbing buildings.

Digitized special effects in general, except when they are
more or less undetectable.

o Covertly unreal realistic: Hair in shampoo ads.
More or less undetectable digital effects, of which there
are more every day.

o Between overtly and covertly unreal realistic: John
Wayne in a beer ad (you have to know he's dead to
know he isn't "really" in the ad).

o Real unreal: Robe-pets.
o Unreal real: Strawberries that won't freeze because

they have fish genes in them.
See? No problem. The differences are perfectly clear.
But the issue isn't can we do it; it's do we do it-

and the answer is, of course not. Our minds are the
product of total immersion in a daily experience satu-
rated with fabrications to a degree unprecedented in human history.
People have never had to cope with so much stuff, so many choices. In
kind and number.

PINEAPPLE/BANANA/GRAPE OR

STRAWBERRY /ORANGE/KIWI?

MAKES OF CARS? TYPES OF

SUNGLASSES? SNEAKER SPECIES?

PASTA POSSIBILITIES?

FLOOD
And sheer quantity really matters, because here we collide with a real lim-

it, one of the few that remain-namely, how much a person can register at
a given instant. No innovation in techno-access or sensationalism can over-
come this bottleneck. It determines the fundamental dynamic, the battle to
secure attention, in every domain of our lives.

Compare, say, the cereal and juice sections of a supermarket today with
those of years ago. For you youngsters out there, take it from Dad: it used to
be Wheaties, Com Flakes, Cheerios (oats), Rice Krispies-and that was
about it. One for each grain, see? Same for fruit juice. But now? Pineap-
ple/Banana/Grape or Strawberry/Orange/Kiwi anyone? And that's just a
sample from Tropicana-check out Nantucket Nectars. Makes of cars?
Types of sunglasses? Sneaker species? Pasta possibilities? On and on. It's all
about options, as they say.

Umbrella brands toss off diverse and evolving lines of market-researched
products for niches of self-inventing customers with continual access to
every representational fabrication ever produced in the whole of human
history. That's "the environment." You like Vedic ankle tattoos? 1930s
cockney caps? Safari jackets? Inca ponchos? Victorian lace-up high-heel
booties? Whatever.

No wonder that word caught on.
The moreness of everything ascends inevitably to a threshold in psychic

life. A change of state takes place. The discrete display melts into a pudding,
and the mind is forced to certain adaptations if it is to cohere at all.
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EVERYTHING IS FIRING MESSAGE

MODULES, STRAIGHT FOR YOUR

TASTE BUDS, YOUR VANITIES,

YOUR FEARS. A SECOND OF YOUR

A TTENTION IS ALL THEY ASK

When you find out about the moving cursor, or hear statistics about AIDS
in Africa, or see your 947th picture of a weeping fireman, you can't help but
become fundamentally indifferent because you are exposed to things like this
all the time, just as you are to the rest of your options. Over breakfast. In the
waiting room. Driving to work. At the checkout counter. All the time. I
know you know this already. I'm just reminding you.

Which is not to say you aren't moved. On the contrary, you are moved,
often deeply, very frequently-never more so, perhaps, than when you saw
the footage of the towers coming down on 9/11. But you are so used to be-
ing moved by footage, by stories, by representations of all kinds-that's the
point. It's not your fault that you are so used to being moved, you just are.

So it's not surprising that you have learned to move on so readily to the
next, sometimes moving, moment. It's sink or surf. Spiritual numbness guar-
antees that your relations with the moving will pass. And the stuffed screen

accommodates you with moving surfaces that assume you
are numb enough to accommodate them. And so on,
back and forth. The dialectic of postmodern life.

One might say, "Well, people didn't respond deeply to
every development in the world 200 years ago either."
And that's true, but it isn't an objection, it's a confir-
mation. Until the new media came along, people didn't
even know about such developments, or not as quickly,
and above all not as dramatically or frequently. Also,
there weren't as many developments, period. This is cru-
cial, another aspect of sheer moreness that gets over-
looked. Less was happening. .

The contrast is stark with, say, the Middle Ages. By the
industrial era, a lot more was happening, and numbness
became an issue then. Think of Baudelaire, adrift in the
crowd, celebrating the artist for resisting numbness, for
maintaining vulnerability-thus setting the standard for
the genius of modernism. But a qualitative threshold
has since been breached. Cities no longer belong to the

soulfulf/aneur but to the wired-up voyeur in his soundproofed Lexus. Behind
his tinted windows, with his cell phone and CD player, he gets more input,
with less static, from more and different channels, than Baudelaire ever
dreamed of. But it's all insulational-as if the deities at Dreamworks were in-
visibly at work around us, touching up the canvas of reality with existential
airbrushes. Everything has that edgeless quality, like the lobby of a high-end
Marriott/Ramada/Sheraton. Whole neighborhoods feel like that now. And
you can be sure that whatever they do at "the site" will feel like that, too. Even
if they specifically set out to avoid having it feel like that-it will still feel like
that. They can't control themselves. They can't stop.

Take the new Times Square, everybody's icon for this process. All the usu-
al observations apply-and each contributes its iota to muffling what it
meant to expose. But the point here is the way everything in that place is
aimed. Everything is firing message modules, straight for your gonads, your
taste buds, your vanities, your fears. These modules seek to penetrate, but in
a passing way. A second of your attention is all they ask. Nothing is firing
that rends or cuts. It's a massage, really, if you just go with it. And why not?
Some of the most talented people on the planet have devoted their lives to
creating this psychic sauna, just for you.

And it's not just the screens and billboards, the literal signs; it's absolutely
everything you encounter. Except for the eyes of the people, shuffling along,
and the poignant imperfections of their bodies; they are so manifestly un-
equal to the solicitations lavished upon them. No wonder they stuff them-
selves with junk-s-or, trying to live up to it all, enslave themselves to regimes
of improvement.

Yes, there were ersatz environments and glitzy ads back in the fifties, but
this is a new order of quality and saturation. Saying that it's just more of what
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we had before is like saying a hurricane is just more breeze. For here, too, there
is a psychological threshold. Today, your brain is, as a matter of brute fact,
full of stuff that was designed to affect you. As opposed to the scattered fur-
niture of nature and history that people once registered just because it hap-
pened to be there. September 11 had to accommodate the fact that our in-
ner lives are now largely constituted by effects.

To get relief, you have to stumble into the Greyhound bus station in Al-
bany, or some old side-street barbershop that time forgot, into someplace not
yet subjected to the renovating ministrations of the International Red Brick
and Iron Filigree Restoration Corporation. And "stumble" is the key con-
cept here. Accidental places are the only real places left.

That's why a couple of weeks out in Nature doesn't make it anymore. Even
if you eschew the resonant clutter of The Tour and The Gear, you will vir-
tualize everything you encounter anyway, all by yourself. You won't see
wolves, you'll see "wolves." You'll be murmuring to yourself, at some level,
"Wow, look, a real wolf, not in a cage, not on TV, I can't believe it."

That's right, you can't. Natural things have become their own icons.
And you will get restless really fast if that "wolf" doesn't do anything. The

kids will start squirming in, like, five minutes; you'll probably need to pretend
you're not getting bored for a while longer. But if that little smudge of canine
out there in the distance continues to just loll around in the tall grass, and
you don't have a really powerful tripod-supported tele1cns gizmo to play with,
you will get bored. You will begin to appreciate how much technology and
editing goes into making those nature shows. The truth
is that if some no-account chipmunk just happens to
come around your campsite every morning for crumbs
from your picnic table, it will have meant more to you
than any "wolf."

Precious accidents.
Back to the new Times Square--do you parse out the

real from the fabricated in that melange? Not can you, but
do you. The Fox screen is showing Elian in ·his Cuban
school uniform on the side of a building-real or not?
Some glorious babe in her underwear is sprawled across 35
percent of your visual field. She's looking you right in the
eye. You feel that old feeling-real or not? A fabulous
man, sculpted to perfection by more time in the health club
than most parents have for their kids, is gliding by on
Dav-Glo Rollerblades eight inches high. He's wearing
Tex-tex gear so tight it looks like it's under his skin, and
the logos festooning his figure emit meaning-beeps from
every angle-real or not? What about the pumped-up bi-
ceps? Ifhe uses steroids? But, once again, the issue isn't what you can do when
I call your attention to it. The real issue is do you do it as a matter of routine
processing? Or do you rely instead on a general immunity that only numbness
can provide, an immunity that puts the whole flood in brackets and transforms
it all into a play of surfaces-c-over which you hover and glide like a little god,
dipping in here and there for the moving experience of your choice, with the
ultimate reaches of your soul on permanent remote?

Do YOU PARSE OUT THE

REAL FROM THE FABRICATED

IN THE MELANGE OF THE NEW

TIMES SQUARE? NOT CAN YOU,

BUT DO YOU

FINITUDE

What about that feeling that it's all been done? Not in the techie de-
partment, of course; there, the possibility of novelty seems to be unlimit-
ed. Butin those areas occupied by what platform proprietors call "content
providers." What a phrase! Could anything register devastation of the spir-
it more completely than that little generic? Could meaning suffer more
complete evacuation? Not since we landed on the moon and found noth-
ing has out cultural unconscious encountered so traumatic a void.

Maybe the postmodem taste for recycling and pastiche is more than a phase?
Maybe it's necessity. Maybe more or less everything that can be done in the
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ZAP. WHIMPER. FLINCH. CRINGE.

MELT. ASSERT! EXULTI WEEP.

SUBSIDE. EVENTUALLY WE CAN

JUST WIRE OUR GLA DS DIRECTLY

TO SENSATION BUTTONS

plastic arts, say, has been done? How many different ways can a finite set of
shapes and colors be arranged in a finite space? We aren't talking infinitely
divisible Platonic geometry here. Maybe there just isn't any really new way
to put x shapes and y colors into z permutations. Maybe some day it will be
obvious that the characteristic gestures of twentieth-century art were flail-
ing against this fact. Cezanne's planes, Magritte's pipe, Pollock's swirls,
Warhol's soup can, Christo's draperies, Serrano's piss, the "installations"-
so many desperate efforts to elude the end of originality?

Likewise with music? How many distinguishable sounds can be put in
how many patterns? There has to be some limit. After you've integrated tech-
no and Brazilian-Afro and Tibetan monko and Hump-backed Whalo, at some

point, surely, there's going to be nothing left but play it
again, Sam. Mayhe that's why it's the age of the mix. And
characters and plots, in stories and shows? What's the raw
material? Sex, outlaws, illness, death, master villains,
guilt, the fall of giants, fate, just deserts, the dark side, re-
demption by the little things, a few other themes-we
all know the repertoire. Maybe it's just impossible to
think of anything that couldn't be described, after the
fashion of all contemporary pitches, as "It's To the Light-
house meets Married with Children" or "It's Hannibal
Lecter meets Peter Pan."

The prospect of finitude helps to account for the tum
to sensation, as if intensity of presentation could make
up for repetition. Of course, sensation is also a response
to sheer clutter on the screen, a way to grab the most pos-
sible attention in the least amount of time. But that
clutter also accounts for why everything's already been
done, and so it cycles on relentlessly-fill the pages, fill

the time slots, fill the channels, the websites, the roadsides, the building fa-
cades, the fronts and backs of shirts and caps, everything, everything must
be saying something, every minute. But what? What's left to say? It doesn't
matter. Cut to the response.

Zap. Whimper. Flinch. Cringe. Melt. Assert! Exult! Weep. Subside.
Ahhh ...

Eventually we can just wire our glands directly to a console of sensation
buttons, platform to platform, and he done with this tiresome content alto-
gether. Call it P2P communication. Talk about interactive. Thus will the hu-
man soul be compensated for the despair of finitude.
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FAST
Remember that T-shirt from the eighties that said "High on Stress"? It was

sort of true and sort of a way to bluff it out and sort of a protest-it had that
"any number of meanings" quality we now prefer to depth. That's because
the any-number-of-meanings quality keeps you in motion, but depth asks you
to stop. Depth is to your life what dead air is to a talk show.

Being numb isn't antithetical to being totally stressed, 24-7-and asking
for more. Over-scheduled busyness might seem like the opposite of numb-
ness, but it is just the active aspect of living in a flood of fabricated surfaces.
Consider the guiding metaphor again. The (absence of) sensation that is phys-
ical numbness is constituted by a multitude of thrills and tingles at a frequency
beyond which you feel nothing. The numbness of busyness works on the same
principle, but it relies upon its agents to abide by an agreement they must
keep secret, even from themselves. The agreement is this: we will so con-
duct ourselves that everything becomes an emergency.

Under that agreement, stress is how reality feels. People addicted to
busyness, people who don't just use their cell phones in public but display
in every nuance of cell-phone deportment their sense of throhhing con-
nectedness to Something Important-these people would suffocate like
fish on a dock if they were cut off from the Flow of Events they have con-



spired with their fellows to create. To these plugged-in players, the rest of
us look like zombies, coasting on fumes. For them, the feeling of being
busy is the feeling of being alive.

Partly, it's a function of speed, like in those stress dramas that television
provides to keep us virtually busy, even in our downtime. The bloody body
wheeled into the ER, every personjack on the team yelling numbers from mon-
itors, screaming for meds and equipment, especially for those heart-shocker
pads-that's the paradigm scene. All the others derive from it: hostage-
negotiator scenes, staffers pulling all-nightcrs in the West Wing, detectives
sweeping out of the precinct, donning jackets, adjusting holsters, snapping wise-
cracks. Sheer speed and Lives on the Line. That's the recipe for feeling real.

The irony is that after we have worked really hard on something urgent
for a long time, we do escape numbness for a while-stepping out of the build-
ing, noticing the breeze, the cracks in the sidewalk, the stillness of things in
the shop window. During those accidental and transitional moments, we ac-
tually get the feeling of the real we were so frantically pursuing when we were
busy. But we soon get restless. We can't take the input reduction. Our psy-
chic metabolism craves more.

Actually, stress dramas are about the lives of the media people who make
them. They purport to be about hospitals or law firms, but they are actual-
ly about what it is like to make TV shows, about high-stakes teamwork in
the land of celebrity, where, by definition, everything matters more than it
does anywhere else, a land that welcomes diversity and foibles as long as The
Job Gets Done, a land where everything personal, unconditional, intimate-
everything unbounded by the task-takes place on the side. That's why, in
these shows through which the celebrated teach the rest of us how to be like
them, the moments of heartfelt encounter that make it all worthwhile ate
stolen in the corridors of power, while rhe verdict is awaited. If we get that
real- folks-rushing-to-get-out-of- the-house- in- the-morn-
ing scene, it's just to underscore the priority of the Flow
of Events that protects the busy from being left alone in
the stillness with what makes it all worthwhile. Lest
direction be lost, motion must be maintained.

THE PRIORITY OF THE FLOW OF

EVENTS PROTECTS THE BUSY

FROM BEING LEFT ALONE IN THE

STILLNESS WITH WHAT MAKES IT

ALL WORTHWHILE

MOVING ON
SO life in a flood of surfaces means a life of perpetual

motion, and TV provides the model in other modes as
well. Take the transitions from story to story in newscasts,
that finishing-with-a-topic moment. "Whether these
supplies, still piling up after weeks of intense effort by
these humanitarian workers, will actually reach the vic-
tims (pause) remains to be seen." A hint of a sigh, a
slight shake of the head, eyes down-turning; the note of
seasoned resignation. Profound respect is conveyed for the
abandoned topic even as a note of anticipation rises to
greet the (also interesting, but less burdensome) next
topic-and the new camera angle at the anchor desk
makes it clear that stem and external necessity, rather than any human
agency, governs the shift from two minutes on mass starvation to the next
episode of The Fall of the House of Enron.

Judy Woodruff is especially good at this, her particular little head nod, or
shake, as the case may be, and the way her lips tighten up a tad. "If it were
up to me as a human being I would never leave this coverage of thousands
of dying innocents, but, as a newscaster, of course, I have to." And her
speaking voice says, "All right, Jim, we have to go to a break now, but we
will be following this story as it develops-and thanks again." "Thank you,
Judy," says Jim, echoing her gesture, and we understand that he, roo, as a hu-
man being, would never allow us to move on from so ghastly and demand-
ing a reality, but it isn't up to him as a human being either. It isn't up to any-
body, actually. That's the one real reality. Moving on.
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OSAMA TAPES, CHRISTIANE

AMANPOUR'S COMMENTARY ON

AL JAZEERA'S COMMENTARY ON

OSAMA TAPES, A STORY ABOUT

CHRISTIANE AMANPOUR ...
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It would be irrelevant to object by asking, "Well, how else are we supposed
to do it?" There isn't any other way to do it. That's the point. This isn't a
consultant's memo. This is a serious diagnosis of a serious condition. Would
we rather not know about it because it happens to be incurable? This goes
much deeper than subject matter, or political bias, the usual fodder. It de-
termines the way we frame everything. Like all that is most profound in hu-
man custom, this agreement is almost physical, an attunernent, more music
than semantics. It instills and expresses, moment by moment, the auuude we
bring to living in this world of surfaces.

So, for example, you don't have to wait for the anchorperson to change
the topic. You can change it yourself, and you don't have to sigh or tighten
your lips as you make the transition. But you do. Monitor yourself next time
you zap away from some disturbing something on Lehrer to catch the action
on the Law & Order reruns. You mime those little gestures as you punch the
buttons. These are the constituting habit structures of our culture.

And we've touched already on what awaits you when you join the gang on
Law & Order. The stress drama re-creating, more elaborately, the basic ges-
ture of the news show, the one you just performed when you slid away from
those refugee visuals. Everything's in motion, elliptical, glancing, fungible. You
see the sides of faces, the slope of shoulders, the beginnings of expressions but
not the ends, the ends of expressions but not the beginnings. No matter the
horror, no matter the injustice, no matter how passionate McCoy may feel,
no matter how angry Bratt gets at Briscoe (actors or characters?), no matter
how obnoxious the defense attorney or impatient the judge (especially in cham-
bers), they all keep moving. And the camera keeps moving, too, gliding,
peeking, glimpsing. Frightened wimesses, incoming lawyers, outgoing suspects,
they're all moving-as is the traffic, the doors, hands, phones, everything.
Meaningful personal encounters are bound to be interrupted, and the per-
formers, like would-be fighters in a bar relying on friends to keep them apart,
anticipate the interruption. Ferociously or tenderly, they emote in transitional
interlude, awaiting inevitable rescue by events, and, gratefully regretting the
passing of the moment of communion, they watch the D.A. step into the el-
evator and deliver the homily as the door slides shut across his grizzled vis-
age, a homily that is never merely upbeat or despairing, never final or con-
clusive in any way. Because the one thing people in a TV series know is that
tomorrow is another show, and they will be ready to roll. For they are pros,
and pros know how to deal. It's not that they're indifferent or cynical. They

care. Sometimes they win, sometimes they lose-but, either

Sway, they move on. That's the lesson, the ultimate homily of
all shows. The way we live now.

. 0, if we were spared a gaping wound in the flesh and blood of personal
life, we inevitably moved on after September 11. We were carried off by end-
lessly proliferating representations of the event, and by an ever expanding
horizon of associated stories and characters, and all of them, in their tum,
represented endlessly, and the whole sweep of it driven by the rhythms of
The Show-anthrax, postal workers, the Bronx lady, the Saddam connec-
tion, Osama tapes, Al [azeera's commentary on Osama tapes, Christiane
Amanpour's commentary on Al [azeera's commentary on Osama tapes, a
magazine story about Christiane Amanpour ...

And that's just one thread in this tapestry of virtuality. The whole is so dense-
ly woven and finely stranded that no mind could possibly comprehend it, es-
cape it, govern it. It's the dreamwork of culture. It just proceeds and we with
it, each of us exposed to thousands, probably millions of 9/1 Lrelated repre-
sentations-everything from the layout of the daily paper to rippling-flag lo-
gos to NYPD caps on tourists to ads for Collateral Damage. Conditioned thus
relentlessly to move from representation to representation, we got past the
thing itself as well; or rather, the thing itself was transformed into a sea of signs
and upon it we were borne away from every shore, moving on, moving on.

What else could we do? •


