Unknown Pleasures

“No, not happiness! Certainly not happiness! Pleasure. One must always set one’s heart upon the most tragic.” (Oscar Wilde)

Pleasure often escapes the framework of culture because it is a difficult experience. As Roland Barthes puts it, pleasure may not only be experienced as frivolous fun and joy within the limits of cultural codes, but also as a transgressive bliss that is non-cultural, unspeakable and lethal for the subject.

The project “unknown pleasures” aims to use this theme as a starting point, combining art, architecture, philosophy and psychoanalysis. It wants to put a society into question where pleasure is no longer repressed but is more and more central to our thinking about man and space. Pleasure is all too often associated with consumption, something the advertisement industry is keen to exploit. By following one’s own desires and tastes, the consumer experiences a freedom that does not have to give any justification whatsoever, as the striving for pleasure is the only aim.

Nowadays, we are overwhelmed with terms referring to happiness and fun. This turn to enjoyment is, in the cultural world, practically inescapable. Revealing in this matter are books that document and draw up an inventory of shopping, like “The Harvard Design School Guide to Shopping”, co-edited by Rem Koolhaas. Or as Rhonda Lieberman puts it in her article in ArtForum: “The Guide to Shopping addresses the great stealth campaign of our day -no, not bioterrorism! but the makeover of all human intercourse into Shopping. The privatization of realms that once maintained some posture of autonomy from the market place has recast schools, hospitals, churches--even Art museums!--into retail-or-bust operations, using mall-like ambience and marketing to "control" fickle consumers and keep 'em coming. And while we "shop" for health, government, God, even Art, we've become students, patients, and citizens of... Prada, Nike, or whatever fill-in-the-blank global brand image--looking to retail for, like, everything”
. The link between pleasure and architecture, which is partially explored in the book “The Architecture of Happiness” by the Swiss-born author Alain de Botton, will also be examined, with the phenomenon of the shopping mall as a perfect example. Almost our entire world has been reduced to the sphere of shopping. Even Ecology [C] becomes Shopping (harnessing "green" purchasing power to save the planet).
Our civilization has experienced a transformation from banning pleasure and joy to almost imposing it upon people. In a society that is characterised by prohibition, citizens are supposed to sacrifice their individuality and joy for the sake of a larger community. Nowadays, it has almost become a fundamental obligation to enjoy as much as possible
. Films, television, and especially the advertisement industry are inciting us to increase our joy (we must have a coke and a smile). In a late capitalist society, it is almost impossible to live without being confronted with the characteristics of great enjoyment. The capitalist system is manipulating us and pushing us toward a specific direction. In that process, our instincts are all too often being suppressed. We could even state that our society is based on the abolition of instincts. In that sense, we are no longer allowed to define for ourselves what joy is, as society does it for us. Sex has also been subjected to preconceived schemes telling us how to act, whereas it should be an expression of individual feelings. 
In a first phase of the capitalist development, however, a distance from pleasure was required so that the necessary work could be done. Without that distance, the first steps of capitalism could not have taken place. Little by little, this system of supplying demands gave way to the culture of consumerism. From then onwards, there was an evolution towards a society where enjoyment gains more and more importance. That finally leads to the epoch of global capitalism where joy has been transformed into an obligation, as Slavoj Zizek has observed. 
We are constantly driven to work hard in order to reach our goals. After a hard week’s work, we are supposed to enjoy the weekend intensively, even if we do not feel like it. This joy on demand or instant gratification also explains the success of organised journeys as those of Club Med. For many people, these pre-formatted trips –which put a big emphasis on activity- are the only escape from a hard year of work. 

Sex as well is understood as a must-do and hence reduced to something that takes immeasurable efforts. The urge to perform often plays a bigger role that the pleasure itself. Pleasure is largely experienced as a duty in the way it presented and sold by the media. SM, pornography, exhibitionism, voyeurism and prostitution function as an escape for desire. These phenomena are perverted by the mass culture of blind consumerism where the female body has been reduced to an object of lust. 

In his book “Amusing Ourselves to Death”, Neil Postman states that Americans do not talk to each other any longer, but that they entertain each other.  Instead of exchanging ideas, they exchange images (as a consequence of the increasing importance of the image). According to Postman, the initial intention of advertisements has changed. All the needs that a product should fulfil have been replaced by images with which the consumer identifies
. Nowadays, images have a bigger impact on us than words: “The image is replacing the word as the predominant means of mental transport” ( Mitchell Stephens). Or as Roland Barthes describes it: “ the image no longer illustrates the word; it is now the words which, structurally, are parasitic on the image” 
.

This is one of the themes that is dealt with in John Carpenter’s movie “They Live”. This movie illustrates the extent to which we are all brainwashed by the culture of consumerism. In such a culture, we are exploited by the manipulative upper classes. The main idea of “They Live” is that aliens are among us. They are the ruling class and consist of yuppies, politicians, policemen, etc. Thanks to a pair of special sunglasses, the protagonist of the movie can see the real world. Television, advertisements and billboards send subliminal messages. A billboard of a model in bikini shows the message: "MARRY AND REPRODUCE." Money has the message: "THIS IS YOUR GOD."
The ongoing stream of messages in contemporary society constantly distracts us. We risk a cultural death when cultural life has been redefined as entertainment and serious public conversations are reduced to baby talk. In accordance to Baudrillard “we are dealing with an attempt to construct an entirely positive world, expurgated of every illusion of ever sort of evil and negativity, except from death itself”

In a society that is driven by enjoyment, people think problems can be solved instantly (Prozac against depressions, facial creams against aging,…) and that time can be manipulated. Happiness and joy can become problematic however, if perceived as something to obtain by all possible means. 
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