The System of Objects
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¢ object only. not from the object itself. Consider
a nondescript, light, foldable table or a bed without legs, frame or
canopy — an absolute cipher of a bed, one might say: all such
objects, with their ‘pure’ outlines, no longer resemble even what
they are; they have been stripped down to their most primitive
essence as mere apparatus and, as it were, definitively secularized.
What has been liberated in them —and what, in being liberated, has
liberated something in man (or rather, perhaps, what man, in
liberating himself, has liberated in them) — is their function. The
function is no longer obscured by the moral theatricality of the old
furniture; it is emancipated now from ritual, from ceremonial, from
the entire ideology which used to make our surroundings into an
opaque mirror of a reified human structure. Today, at last, these
objects emerge absolutely clear about the purposes they serve. They
are thus indeed free as functional objects — that is, they have the
freedom to function, and (certainly so far as serial objects are
concerned) that is practically the only freedom they have.”

2. We cannot help but wonder, however, whether he is not henceforward
strictly defined through them relative to society at large. On this point, see
‘Models and Series’ below.

3. Similarly, the bourgeois and industrial revolution gradually freed the
:ndividual from his involvement with religion, morality and family. He thus
acceded to a freedom in law as an individual, but also to an actual freedom as
labour-power — that is, the freedom to sell himself as labour-power. This
parallel has nothing coincidental about it, for there is a profound correlation
here: both the serially produced ‘functional’ object and the social individual
are liberated in their ‘functional’” objectification, not in their singularity or in
their totality as object or person.
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Structures of Interior Design

Now,‘ Just so long as the object is liberated only in its function, man
equally is liberated only as user of that object. This too is ro’ ress
thopgh not a decisive turning-point. A bed is a bed, a clilai% is ;
chair, and there is no relationship between them so ,lon as each
serves only the function it is supposed to serve. And withogut sucha
relationship there can be no space, for space exists only when it is
opened.up, animated, invested with rhythm and expanded by a
'corre'latlon between objects and a transcendence of their functi(}),ns
in this new structure. In a way space is the object’s true freedom
w_h§reas its function is merely its formal freedom. The bourgeoi;
dmmg—room was structured, but its structure was closed. The
functional efwironment is more open, freer, but it is destruc.tured
fragmented into its various functions. Somewhere between the two,
in thf': gap between integrated psychological space and fragmented’
functional space, serial objects have their being, witnesses to both
the one and the other — sometimes within a single interior.
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The System of Objects

objects, the most transcendent o ities, is what nourt
the relationship-of ownership and the possibility of passionate
play: without seriality no such play would be conc ivable, hence
no possession — and hefse, €00, propetly speaking, no bject. A
ruly unique, absolute objecs,_an object such that it no
antecedents and is in no way di ersed in some series or O
bject is unthinkable. It hiso more existence than a
pure sound. as harmonic series bring sounds up to their
erceived quality, so iomatic series, whateyer their degree of
Jexity, bring objects up their symbolic quality — carrying
them, itnthe same movement, I the sphere of the human
relationship of mastery and play.

Objects and Habits: Wrist-Watches

Every object oscillates between a practical specificity, a function
which is in a sense its manifest discourse, and absorption by a
series or collection where it becomes one term in a latent,
repetitive discourse — the most basic and tenacious of discourses.
This discursive system of objects is analogous to the system of
habits.”?

Habits imply discontinuity and repetition — not continuity, as
common usage suggests. By breaking up time, our ‘habitual’
patterns dispel the anxiety-provoking aspect of the temporal
continuum and of the absolute singularity of events. Similarly,
it is thanks to their discontinuous integration into series that we
put objects at our sole disposition, that we own them. This is the
discourse of subjectivity itself, and objects are a privileged register
of that discourse. Between the world’s irreversible evolution and
ourselves, objects interpose a discontinuous, classifiable, reversible

23. Moreover, any object immediately becomes the foundation of a network
of habits, the focus of a set of behavioural routines. Conversely, there is
probably no habit chat does not centre on an object. In everyday existence the
two are inextricably bound up with each other.
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A Marginal System: Collecting

screen which can be reconstituted at will, 2 segment of the world
which belongs to us, responding to our hands and minds and
delivering us from anxiety. Objects do not merely help us t
master the world by virtue of their integration into instrumental
series, they also help us, by virtue of their integration into mental
series, to master time, rendering it discontinuous and classifying it,
after the fashion of habits, and subjecting it to the same associa-
tional constraints as those which govern the arrangement of things
in space.

There is no better illustration of this discontinuous and ‘ha-
bitual’ function than the wrist-watch.24 The watch epitomizes the
duality of the way we experience objects. On the one hand, it tells
us the actual time; and chronometric precision is par excellence the
dimension of practical constraints, of society as external to us, and
of death. As well as subjecting us to an rreducible temporality,
however, the watch as an object helps us 0 appropriate time: just
as the automobile ‘eats up’ miles, so the watch-object eats up
time.2> By making time into a substance that can be divided up, it
curns it into an object to be consumed. A perilous dimension o
praxis is thus transformed into a domesticated quantity. Beyond
just knowing the time, ‘possessing the time in and through an
object that is one’s own, having the time continuously recorded
before one’s eyes, has become a crutch, a necessary reassurance, for
civilized man. The time is no Jonger in the home, no longer the
cock’s beating heart, but its registration on the wrist continues to
ensure the same organic satisfaction as the regular throbbing of an
internal organ. Thanks to my watch, time presents itself simulta-

24. The watch is also indicative (as is the disappearance of clocks) of the
irresistible tendency of modern objects towards miniaturization and indivi-
dualization. It is also the oldest, the smallest, the closest to us, and the most
valuable of personal machines — an intimate and highly cathected mechanical
talisman which becomes the object of everyday complicity, fascination
(especially for children), and jealousy.

25. Exactness about time parallels speed in space: time has to be gobbled up
as completely as possible.
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The System of Objects

neously as the very dimension of my objectification and as a simple
household necessity. As a matter of fact, any object might be used
to demonstrate how even the dimension of objective constraint is
incorporated by everyday experience; the watch, however, is the
best example, by virtue of jts explicit relationship to time,
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se of such considerations
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dimension. Tas particularity, status, the discourse of society —

the organization of the

avigable in either direction, the
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whereby man, at any“woment and with complete
confidence, starting with any term and sure of returning to it, is
able to set his game of life and death in motion.

26. La vie etrange des objets, p. 42.
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