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[S]uch a civilization can produce only a mass man: incapable of choice, 
incapable of spontaneous, self-directed activities; at best patient, docile, 
disciplined to monotonous work to an almost pathetic degree, but increasingly 
irresponsible as his choices become fewer and fewer: finally, a creature 
governed mainly by his conditioned reflexes the ideal type desired, if never 
quite achieved, by the advertising agency and the sales organizations of 
modern business, or by the propaganda office and the planning bureaus of 
totalitarian and quasi-totalitarian governments. (Mumford, 14, 16)2
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1. Jeremy Bentham, “Plan of the Panopticon,” The Works of Jeremy Bentham 
vol. IV, 1843( 1791). 172-73
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2. Salvador Dali, 1954, “Young Virgin Auto-Sodomized by the Horns of Her 
Own Chastity,” Dali Gallery.
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In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 
between active/male and passive/female... In their traditional exhibitionist role 
women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance 
coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote 
to-be-looked-at-ness. Women displayed as sexual object is the leitmotif of 
erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, 
she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire. (Mulvey, 33)
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Abstract

In this essay, J. G. Ballard’s 1973 novel Crash is discussed to define 

‘desire to be seen’ in Deleuzian control societies where ‘to be seen’ provides 

modern human beings with more power than ‘to see.’ In discipline societies, 

visibility was a trap but in control societies, to be forgotten is what modern 

human beings are most afraid of. In control societies, the more a person is 

seen, the more power s/he has. In Crash, Ballard describes modern human 

beings’ desperate desire to be seen through the heroes’ designing for their own 

death and recording crash sites. Vaughan’s desire to be seen in the most 

famous crash is related to modern control societies for two reasons. First, in 

control societies where every social factor is controlled, the only way human 

beings enjoy freedom is ironically to submit to the social control in order to 

become famous revealing more personal information, because this makes them 

more visible, therefore, more powerful. Second, after the development of media 

technology such as TV, films or the Internet, modern human beings are likely 

to consider reality as cinematic images and see themselves as part of films, 

thus, they try to provide dramatic images to the public and get the public gaze 

instead. Thus, modern people inevitably become slaves of the optic. Ballard 

shows, through Vaughan’s failure to die with Elizabeth Taylor, that the dream 

to be famous in control societies is hard to achieve and even meaningless. 

However, the author contrasts ordinary people, who gather to see the crash site, 



with Vaughan, who causes the crash. These contrasting images suggest some 

hope in Vaughan who enjoys the maximum freedom, while majority of modern 

human beings in control societies passively desire to see his crash. 

J. G. Ballard, Crash, observation and power, control societies, Deleuze and 
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