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“Poetic Terrorism”
excerpt from [.A./Z.



Poetic Terrorism

WEIRD DANCING IN ALL-NIGHT computer-banking lobbies. Unauthorized pyrotechnic displays. Land-
art, earth-works as bizarre alien artifacts strewn in State Parks. Burglarize houses but instead of stealing, leave
Poetic-Terrorist objects. Kidnap someone & make them happy. Pick someone at random & convince them
they’re the heir to an enormous, useless & amazing fortune--say 5000 square miles of Antarctica, or an aging
circus elephant, or an orphanage in Bombay, or a collection of alchemical mss. Later they will come to realize
that for a few moments they believed in something extraordinary, & will perhaps be driven as a result to seek
out some more intense mode of existence.

Bolt up brass commemorative plaques in places (public or private) where you have experienced a revelation
or had a particularly fulfilling sexual experience, etc.

Go naked for a sign.

Organize a strike in your school or workplace on the grounds that it does not satisfy your need for indolence
& spiritual beauty.

Grafitti-art loaned some grace to ugly subways & rigid public momuments--PT-art can also be created for
public places: poems scrawled in courthouse lavatories, small fetishes abandoned in parks & restaurants,
xerox-art under windshield-wipers of parked cars, Big Character Slogans pasted on playground walls, anony-
mous letters mailed to random or chosen recipients (mail fraud), pirate radio transmissions, wet cement...

The audience reaction or aesthetic-shock produced by PT ought to be at least as strong as the emotion of ter-
ror-- powerful disgust, sexual arousal, superstitious awe, sudden intuitive breakthrough, dada-esque angst--no
matter whether the PT is aimed at one person or many, no matter whether it is “signed” or anonymous, if it
does not change someone’s life (aside from the artist) it fails.

PT is an act in a Theater of Cruelty which has no stage, no rows of seats, no tickets & no walls. In order to
work at all, PT must categorically be divorced from all conventional structures for art consumption (galler-
ies, publications, media). Even the guerilla Situationist tactics of street theater are perhaps too well known &
expected now.

An exquisite seduction carried out not only in the cause of mutual satisfaction but also as a conscious act in a
deliberately beautiful life--may be the ultimate PT. The PTerrorist behaves like a confidence-trickster whose
aim 1s not money but CHANGE.

Don’t do PT for other artists, do it for people who will not realize (at least for a few moments) that what you
have done is art. Avoid recognizable art-categories, avoid politics, don’t stick around to argue, don’t be senti-
mental; be ruthless, take risks, vandalize only what must be defaced, do something children will remember all
their lives--but don’t be spontaneous unless the PT Muse has possessed you.

Dress up. Leave a false name. Be legendary. The best PT is against the law, but don’t get caught. Art as crime;
crime as art.
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would've likely leaked all over creation. A beautiful coali-
tion of the five local tribes, other local people, and anti-
nuclear activists fought in the deserts and the courts and
with the scientific facts for ten years before defeating the
dump definitively a few years ago. On the West
Texas—Mexican border is the small Latino community of
Sierra Blanca, where another nuclear waste dump was
planned but defeated. Go east to Oklahoma and you’ll
arrive at the sites where, in 1993, after years of work,
environmentalists —including the group Native Ameri-
cans for a Clean Environment—and the Cherokee
Nation shut down twenty-three percent of the world’s ura-
nium production. All these places are places of absence,
or at least the absence of devastation, a few of the count-
less places in which there is nothing to see; nothing is
what victory often looks like.

The Angel of History says, “Terrible,” but this angel
says, “Could be worse.” They're both right, but the latter

angel gives us grounds to act.

| 2
Viacra ForR CARIBOU

~ he Old Testament God rules with a heavy hand
- over a static moral world, but I believe that our
world is instéad presided over by an alternate
entity, Coyote, the Native American deity, who is inde-
structible, lecherous, hilarious, and improvisational,
straying into and surviving catastrophe (a little like his sim-
plified greatgrandson, Chuck Jones’s cartoon character
Wile E. Coyote). Many native creation myths do not fea-
ture a world that was perfect in the beginning, but one that
was made by flawed, humorous creators who never fin-
ished the job. In that world, there was never a state of
grace, never a fall, and creation continues (which is why
it’s ironic, or maybe comic, that white people like to situate
Native Americans in the frozen diorama of Eden before the
Fall). In Yahweh’s world, only the good do good, and only
virtue is rewarded. Coyote’s world is more complicated.
[t turns out, for example, that Viagra is good for endan-
gered species. Animal parts that traditional Chinese med-

icine prescribed as aphrodisiacs and for treating
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impotence —including green turtles, seahorses, geckos,
hooded and harp seals, and the velvet from the half-grown
antlers of caribou—are, thanks to the new drug, no longer
in such demand. What more comic form of the myste-
rious unfolding of the world is there than this, which sug-
gests that Viagra's ultimate purpose may be the survival of
animals at the edges of the earth? Is the erotic toil of the
Viagra-saturated not selfish but performed secretly on
behalf of the caribou whose antlers are no longer being
cut off while they're still tender, growing like small trees
with blood for sap under that velvet? The sirocco winds
carry the dust of African deserts to the humid parts of
Europe, and another kind of wind, as powerful and
amoral as a coyote fart, carries effects from Chinese bed-
rooms to Arctic tundra.

And in many places, the animals are coming back.
There are wolves again in Yellowstone —and, as my friend
Chip Ward asks, what kind of species have we ourselves
become, to restore wolves to the places where we once
strove so hard to eliminate them, to yearn to see or hear
these creatures we once so feared and hated? There are
more buffalo on the Great Plains than at any time since the
great annihilation of the 1870s, and the vision of creating
“buffalo commons” hundreds or thousands of miles long
may become a reality—in part because the region is
losing its human population anyway. All over New Eng-

land, as land that was farms in Thoreau’s time and even in
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Robert Frost’s goes feral and gets reforested, deer, moose,
bear, cougar, coyotes, and other creatures are coming back
in droves. Lyme discase, named after Lyme, Connecticut,
is a problem largely because deer populations have sky-
rocketed and spread into suburbia—as have deer every-
where, from there to the canyons of Los Angeles. It won't
be the wilderness that it was— passenger pigeons will never
blot out the sky again, just for starters—but it is more than
anyone anticipated. Great blue herons nest in both Central
and Golden Gate parks, and coyotes find their way into
more and more cities. Environmental historian Richard
White tells of the return of hundreds of thousands of
sockeye salmon to Lake Washington in Seattle and of the
enthusiasm with which people greeted them. Their return
was not, he adds, the revitalization of an ancient salmon
run; they were hatchery fish returning to where scientists at
the University of Washington had hatched them. They
were no pure ancient past coming back, but they were one
version of a future with room in it for some kind of wild-
ness. As White puts it, “T'here is a hope in that for which we
might gladly surrender purity.”

The Angel of Alternate History asks us to believe in the
invisible; Coyote asks us to trust in the basic eccenﬁicity
of the world, its sense of humor, and its resilience. The
moral worldview believes that good is accomplished
through virtue, but sometimes army bases become de

facto wildlife preserves; sometimes virtue falls on its face.
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Sometimes Las Vegas—slyle casinos give Native Americans
visibility and political clout. Sometimes corporations and
the military demand affirmative action because it benefits
them, too. Sometimes Laura Bush pushes a poet to trigger
an insurrection that lets thousands of poets speak out
against her husband’s war,

The Internet was invented by the US military and may
be one of our most valuable weapons against it, for the
decentralized dissemination of information and for the
organization of citizen action. The Internet can be an
elitist instrument, requiring access to Computers—and,
usually, to electricity and phone lines—and the knowl-
edge to use them (though a nomadic friend tells me that
all through the poorest parts of the world—Thailand,
Bolivia—the young flock to proliferating Internet cafés).
But the Zapatista revolution was the first to make serious
use of the Internet; the shutdown of the WT'O meetling in

Seattle was organized to a significant extent by Internet

communications; and so were the 2003 antiwar actions
around the world. What can be said of a medium that
sometimes seems to be made half out of cheesy porn sites
and yet opens these doors? Just this: Coyote pisses on

moral purity and rigid definitions.

| <
GETTING THE HELL
OuT oF PARADISE

erfection is a stick with which to beat the possible.

, —  Perfectionists can find fault with anything, and no
one has higher standards in this regard than radi-

cals. In January 2003, when Governor Ryan of Illinois
overturned 167 death sentences, reprieving everyone on
death row, there were radical commentators who found
fault with the details, carped when we should have been
pouring champagne over our heads like football champs.
But there’s an increasing gap between this new move-
ment, with its capacity for joy and carnival, and the old
figureheads. Their grumpiness is often the grumpiness of
perfectionists who hold that anything less than total vie-
tory is failure, a premise that makes it easy to give up at the
start or to disparage the victories that are possible. This is
carth. It will never be heaven. There will always be cru-
elty, always be violence, always be destruction. There is
tremendous devastation now. In the time it takes you to
read this book, acres of rain forest will vanish, a species

will go extinct, people will be raped, killed, dispossessed,
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die of easily preventable causes. We cannot eliminate all
devastation for all time, but we can reduce it, outlaw it,
undermine its sources and foundations: these are victo-
ries. A better world, yes; a perfect world, never,
A million years ago I wrote a few features for the punk
magazine Maximum Rock and Roll. One of them was
about women’s rights, and a cranky guy wrote in that
women used to make sixty-six cents to the male dollar and
that now we made seventy-seven cents, so what were we
complaining about? It doesn’t seem that it should be so
complicated to acknowledge that seventy-seven cents is
better than sixty-six cents and that seventy-seven cents isn’t
good enough, but the politics we have are so pathetically
bipolar that we tell this story only two ways: either seventy-
seven cents is a victory and victories are points where you
shut up and stop fighting, or seventy-seven cents is a
defeat and activism accomplishes nothing and what’s the
point of fighting? Both versions are defeatist because they
are static. What's missing from these two ways of telling is
an ability to recognize a situation in which you are trav-
eling and have not arrived, in which you have cause both
to celebrate and to fight, in which the world is always
being made and is never finished. What's missing, you
could say, is a sense of Coyote’s world instead of Yahweh’s.
In South Africa, the apartheid system was overthrown
after decades of heroic struggle of every kind, but eco-
nomic justice has yet to arrive; it was a seventy-seven-cent
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victory. Vdclav Havel was a gorgeous gadfly to the com-
munists, but as president of Czechoslovakia, then the
Czech Republie, he’s been just a seventy-seven-cent
politician. “We are winning,” said the graffiti in Seattle,
not “We have won.” It’s a way of telling in which you can
feel successful without feeling smug, in which you can
feel challenged without feeling defeated. Most victories
will be temporary, or incomplete, or compromised in
some way, and we might as well celebrate them as well as
the stunning victories that come from time to time.
Without stopping. Even if someday we get to dollar-for-
dollar parity, that will just free us up to attend to some-
thing else (just as US women’s wages have advanced
compared to men’s, but most working people’s wages have
diminished overall since the 1970s). “Utopia is on the
horizon,” declares the Uruguayan writer Eduardo
Galeano. “When I walk two steps, it takes two steps back.
I'walk ten steps and it is ten steps further away. What is
utopia for? It is for this, for walking.”

Judeo-Christian culture’s central story is of Paradise and
the Fall. Tt is a story of perfection and of loss, and perhaps
a deep sense of loss is contingent upon the belief in per-
fection. Conservatives rear-project narratives about how
everyone used to be straight, God-fearing, decently clad,
and content with the nuclear family, narratives that any
good reading of history undoes. Activists, even those who

decry Judeo-Christian heritage as our own fall from grace,



84 REBECCA SOLNIT

are as prone to tell the story of paradise, though their
paradise might be matriarchial or vegan or the flip side of
the technological utopia of classical socialism. And they
compare the possible to perfection, again and again,
finding fault with the former because of the latter. Par-
adise is imagined as a static place, as a place before or
after history, after strife and eventfulness and change: the
premise is that once perfection has arrived, change is no
longer necessary. This idea of perfection is also why
people believe in saving, in going home, and in activism
as crisis response rather than everyday practice.

Moths and other nocturnal insects navigate by the
moon and stars. Those heavenly bodies are useful for
them to find their way, even though they never get far
from the surface of the earth. But lightbulbs and candles
send them astray; they fly into the heat or the flame and
die. For these creatures, to arrive is a calamity. When
activists mistake heaven for some goal at which they must
arrive, rather than an idea to navigate by, they burn them-
selves out, or they set up a totalitarian utopia in which
others are burned in the flames. Don’t mistake a lightbulb
for the moon, and don’t believe that the moon is useless
unless we land on it. After all those millennia of poetry
about the moon, nothing was more prosaic than the guys
in space suits stomping around on the moon with their
fags and golf clubs thirty-something years ago. The moon

is profound except when we land on it.
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The Czech novelist Milan Kundera said several years
before his country liberated itself from Soviet-style
communism, “Totalitarianism is not only hell, but also
the dream of paradise— the age-old dream of a world
where everybody would live in harmony, united by a

single common will and faith, without secrets from
cach other . . . . If totalitarianism did not exploil these
archelypes, which are deep inside us all and rooted
deep in all religions, it could never attract so many
people, especially during the early phases of its exis-
tence. Once the dream of paradise starts to turn into
reality, however, here and there people begin to crop
up who stand in its way, and so the rulers of paradise must
build a little gulag on the side of Eden. In the course of
time this gulag grows ever bigger and more perfect, while
the adjoining paradise gets ever smaller and poorer . . ., It
is extremely casy to condemn gulags but to reject the
totalitarian poesy which leads to the gulag by way of
paradise is as difficult as ever.”

Paradise is not the place in which you arrive but the
journey ‘toward it. Sometimes [ think victories must be
temporary or incomplete; what kind of humanity would
survive paradise? The United States has tried to Approxi-
male paradise in its suburbs, with luxe, calme, volupte,
cul-de-sacs, cable television, and two-car garages, and it
has produced a soft ennui that shades over into despair

and a decay of the soul suggesting that paradise is already
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a gulag. Countless desperate teenagers will tell you so. Ior
paradise does not require of us courage, selflessness, cre-
ativity, passion: paradise in all accounts is passive, is seda-
tive, and if you read caretully, soulless.

That’s w};y the poet John Keats called the world with all
its suffering “this vale of soul-making,” why crisis often brings
out the best in us. Some imaginative Christian heretics wor-
shipped Eve for having liberated us from paradise —the
myth of the fortunate fall. The heretics recognized that
before the fall we were not yet fully human—Adam and
Eve need not wrestle with morality, with creation, with
society, with mortality in paradise; they only realize their
own potential and their own humanity in the struggle an
imperfect world invites. When the Iraq war broke out,
20,000 of us in San Francisco shut down downtown, shut
down streets, bridges, highways, corporations that first day
and kept coming back for weeks. Out of all that conviction,
all that passion, one phrase stood out for me: Gopal Daya-
neni, one of the key organizers for the antiwar actions, was
asked by the daily newspaper why he was getting arrested. “1
have a soul,” he replied. '

Recent strains of activism proceed on the realization
that victory is not some absolute state far away but the
achieving of it, not the moon landing but the flight. A
number of ideas and practices have emerged that realize
this. The term “politics of prefiguration” has long been

used to describe the idea that if you embody what you
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aspire to, you have already succeeded. That is to say, if
your activisin is already democratic, peacetul, creative,
then in one small corner of the world these things have
triumphed. Activism, in this model, is not only a toolbox
to change things but a home in which to take up resi-
dence and live according to your beliefs—even if it’s a
temporary and local place, this paradise of participating,
this vale where souls get made.

This has been an important belief for activists who rec-
ognize that change happens as much by inspiration and
catalyst as by imposition. You could describe activism as
having two primary strains: the attempt to change some-
thing problematic outside itself, and the attempt to build
something better—though the two strains are irrevocably
and necessarily intertangled, which is exactly the point of
the politics of prefiguration. This idea was itself prefig-
ured by Walter Benjamin, who wrote, “The class struggle

.. is a hght for the crude and material things without
which no refined and spiritual things could exist. Never-
theless, it is not in the forms of the spoils which fall to the
victor thal the latter make their presence felt in the class
struggle. They manifest themselves in this struggle as
courage, humor, cunning, and fortitude.” They are
present all along the journey; arrival is at best irrelevant,
at worst undermining, at least to the goods of the spiril.

Reclaim the Streets, the rowdy British movement of the

later 199os, lived this out beautifully. The premise behind



88 Resecca SoLNIT

RTS’s street parties seemed to be that if what they were
protesting was isolation, privatization, and alienation,
then a free-for-all party out in public was not just a protest
but a solution, if a solution in the mode that Hakim Bey
called “Temporary Autonomous Zones.” (Hakim Bey con-
trasted these moments of liberation with revolutions
proper, which “lead to the expected curve, the consensus-
approved trajectory: revolution, reaction, betrayal, the
founding of a stronger and even more oppressive State
... By failing to follow this curve, the up-rising suggests
the possibility of a movement outside and beyond the
Hegelian spiral of that ‘progress’ which is secretly
nothing more than a vicious circle.”) RTS and the Anti-
Roads Movement took on what could be called the post-
industrialization of Britain: the privatization of everyday
life and the imposition of monster roads and freeways on
still-vital landscapes and communities.

There were some beautiful moments: people taking up
residence in trees to which they established legal resi-
dence by receiving mail there, a tactic to keep the tree
from being cut; an RTS party in which people surged
onto a freeway overpass and, muffled by rave music, smug-

gled jackhammers onto the concrete under the giant bell-

skirt of a stiltwalking grande dame, then jackhammered

openings in which trees were planted. Huge street parties

in downtown London linked up with activists around the

world to become global anticapitalist demonstrations.

Horpe IN THE DaARK 89

Humor, creativity, outrageousness, and exuberance were
among the group’s hallmarks. That RTS didn’t outlive its
moment was also a kind of victory, a recognition that time
had moved on and the focus was clsewhere. Instead,
RTS’s incendiary carnival spirit, global Internet commu-
nications, and tactics of temporary victory became part of
the vocabulary of what came next, the global justice
movement. RTS decomposed itself into the soil from
which new flowers sprang.

One day I heard a Zen Buddhist abbot from Ireland
quote the Argentinian Jew Jorge Luis Borges, “There is no
day without its moments of paradise.” And then the day

continues.
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I was also pretty confused by your website. As a person who
advocates turning off your computer, you sure do have an
extensive website with a lot of "campaigns" that seem pretty
impossible to break into (unless you're a rich art student)
kind of like the "activist scene" was when I first started, until
I remembered I didn't care. Another element of confusion
for me is the culture jamming you attribute to Christian fun-
damentalists. Excuse me for asking, but who the hell are you =
forging alliances with?

Cooing Over the Golden Phallus

 Sazass KANOUSE

[
I= == documentary film We Interrupt This Empire, an anti-war
Semocosirator tosses a cream pie in the face of an argumenta-
s=oorter. The scene never fails to elicit uproarious laugh-
= “om the audience through the slow-mo playback of the
==t and subsequent footage of the indignant, then humili-
#ed woman reporter crying, white goo dripping down her
1f the video were activist porn, this would be the money
While the environmental, feminist, and anti-capitalist
! w5 of the loosely allied Biotic Baking Brigade have long
e tossng pies in the faces of those directing the neoliber-
: = Ihadn't before seen the action target one of their
screening, letting small, powerful pressure groups of "funda- = S =0 .. Fi.p though I laughed as readily as anyone
mentalist christian culture jammers" dictate the content and
lay down moral guidelines by pulling out ads from shows that
dare to question nuclear war, feature non-heterosexual cou- “climatic” moment within the film, an independent
ples, or dare to cover the complexity of controversial issues & cion geared toward the politically sympathetic. The
such as single parenting, abortion, assisted suicide, or the = = img cream pie effectively upstaged the film's other
pill. Oppression, oppression! That kind of censorship in tel- & ey meerviews with activists, images of successful street
evision, the watered-down television that results, frankly s direct actions before Bechtel. If a practical joke
sucks more than public access does. seet o= cne lackey of empire assumes a central place in the
s we create for ourselves, then perhaps we had better
emememe our reliance on the prank—and the prankster figure
f @ meanineful political tactic.
pmfs re-emergence on the stage of popular media
renewed opportunities to hijack the spectacle, possibly
:ﬁr “he sake of inserting alternate meanings, possibly just for
e Soeck isself. Most activist writing on the prank-as-tactic
?b aculatory: pranks are accessible, funny, light-hearted,
& shotogenic—not dense, argumentative, pedantic, and

» =2=c. Some has been critical: pranks are snappy one-
“5s run the risk of offending many of those who might

It's true that the religious right can control television, as evi-
denced by the American Family Association, Christian
Leaders for Responsible Television, the Family Friendly
Programming Forum, and other private censorship boards
that make a mockery of "tv turn off week," contributing to the
control of television content by advertisers (I!) through pre-

“ie wisual resonance with pornography was striking
== to make me uneasy. The pieing sequence occupied a

Living without dead time, to me, is about more than just fol-
lowing your "deprogramming guidelines,"—which, by the way,

is a contradiction in itself.

.‘||'
Sincerely,

Yael Grauer, human being
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be persuaded to agree. While prankster tactics have long pro- 1 = Broadly supportive of the prank as tactic, the pop-
liferated at the grassroots, they have recently achieved far B o €8, form warrants a more nuanced examination
broader visibility than they had back when Abbie Hoffman = e ways it operates culturally and politically. Any discus-
quipped, “It's embarrassing when you try to overthrow the =f the prank’ is over-general. Part of the task here is to

government and you wind up on the bestseller’s list.”" = g + significant differences in different prankster
Popular pranksters are now less likely to express such embar- ices that impact their popularity, relation to other forms

rassment. & scsmem and above all, the underlying social schema they

Today, the prank seems a fairly reliable way to make it to the | e o= reinscribe. regardless of their overt political content.

top of the bestseller or box office list. While Michael Moore’s = “55 “iy. what gender and economic relations are engaged
stated (though unrealized) goal with Fahrenheit 9/11 was to F-bm as they temporarily turn the tables on their
change, not overthrow, the government, the enormous com- Sl tarpets? Does the popular reception of prankster
merecial success of his film was often considered proportional Bises sepresent = fulfiliment of its promise to make dissent
to its political effectiveness. Morgan Spurlock’s Super Size Me, 5= ® Fso. what kind of fun are we having and what kind
with a box office take of $11.5 million, crept up the list of all- S5 2== we doing. or not doing, while we're having it?

time top grossing documentaries to number four. Less widely
distributed and commercially successful, The Yes Men
($255,000 g'ross) brought the infiltrative satiric stunts of
Mike Bonanno and Andy Bichlbaum, already well known in

art and activist circles, to a more general audience.

= Cowaors
= cwe=r-obwious starting point is the observation that
= emeer coenbster is almost always male. Moreover, the
Sresieer s antics are dusted with a certain macho brava-
==phasizes heroic individuality. Fahrenheit 9/11, Super
. &= The Ies Men all feature charismatic, crusading male
“sis whose personalities are intimately linked to the
4 me===cwe production, and promotion. Fahrenheit 9/11's
= pacisess the solo figure of Moore against the sky,
=g oot s envelope stamped “confidential.” Despite the
'llqeling interviews with a woman who lost her son in
¢ was =e coser implies that Moore alone will lead the
SsSiemce to the Bidden truth. Similarly, the Yes Men are por-
i= their poster larger-than-life and atop the globe,
£=¢ == world. one prank at a time”. The Super Size Me
Soens with 2 lone male silhouette confronting an
Eesheccally glowing McDonald's, accompanied by a
‘= -che=k heroic musical score. None of these activist
=Ty are ’Dortrayed in relation to organlzatlons dmng
e B 2nd Soring work of organizing boycotts, attending
- 2=c recruiting supporters. Indeed, their appeal is

Why have prankster-activists found such popular and commercial
success lately? Conceived as counter-spectacle by activists like:
the Yippies who understood the need to struggle on the level
of representation, pranks are designed to be popular. Like =
the Situationists, politicized pranksters of today harness:
broad dissatisfaction with contemporary society and express it
in visceral, anarchic, experiential forms. The success of M
hijinks shows like Punk’d and Jackass (whose 2002 film version -
grossed almost $80 million worldwide) may have helped to
pave the way for the popular acceptance of political
pranksters, despite these shows' corporatism, apathy, and sex-
ism. In this view, the political prank seems like “an idea whose
time has come”—a clever reworking of a politically complicit
cultural form into a gesture an audience of non-activists may  — —
find subversive but sexy.
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predicated largely on their avoidance of the more mundane
and feminized clerical and affective labor tasks of activism.
Macho heroism is not confined to activists with respectable
box office showings. Even the self _financed, little distributed,
and prank-free Weapons of Mass Deception incorporated the cru-
sading and quixotically macho figure of its producer Danny
Schechter “The News Dissector.” The Reverend Billy's riveting
live performances are driven by his compelling persona as a
charismatic, if vaguely sleazy, preacher, able to whip his faithful
into an anti-consumerist frenzy as sexualized as the revivals he

imitates.

With the reliance of some prankster politics on a crusading if
comic male figure, the apparent differences from de-politicized
sexist prank forms like Jackass should be reconsidered. The

of the prank often hinges on a play on traditional
gender relations. Like the sexualized image of the pied
reporter, this play can be anything but progressive, reinscribing
rather than subverting sexist imagery. Not surprisingly, such
comic moments are enormously successful; few reviewers of
The Yes Men could resist breathlessly cooing over the golden
phallus that Bichlbaum exposes to unsuspecting textile industry
executives. "Please see the movie just for this,” begged the
Chicago Tribune.* The irreverent bad-boy prankster earns laughs
by successfully manipulating macho images like the erection
of a gold lame appendage or the eruption of creamy pie in the
face while doing little to deepen the level of analysis or to
question the gender politics that make their pranks so funny

humor

in the first place.

Of course, not all pranksters who manipulate gender stereotypes
for comic effect do so without attending to social conse-
quences. The Pink Bloque, which has received some criticism
for its advocacy of “tactical flirting” in tense demonstration

situations, has combined a girls just want to have fun image

with feminist performances on issues such as date rape and
gendered income disparities. Ange Taggert successfully parlays
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her position as a middle-aged white female consumer (and
=x-kindergarten teacher) into an opportunity to cleverly criticize
corporate practices while undermining the stereotype of
docility in her demographic group. Significantly, both these
sxamples are of pranksters who sidestep the macho
individualism of many other prankster-activists and engage in
the tradition of feminist collectivity.

CELEBRITY PRODUCTION

t as obvious as the machismo of many pranksters is the

n

observation that working on the scale of mass culture demands
zn infrastructure for funding production, distribution, and
sromotion— an infrastructure highly developed and tightly
ontrolled by capital. While Moore encountered difficulties

(5]

]

_;sznbuting his film an unprecedent&d number of theaters,
regardless of their owners’ ideologies, were willing to screen
== documentary because of the huge profit it generated.
While it is unclear if the outcome of last November's elections
w11 reduce the number of political documentaries screened
w=dely, studios and theaters now recognize a huge market for
srankster films. And when there is a market, the entertainment
=dustry will do its best to enlarge it, massaging the produc-
~on of irreverent heroic personas to sell prankster politics to
2 mew marketing niche. The failure of Fahrenheit 9/11 to effect
= zctoral change may actually make prankster activists more
sractive products, as their promise of political engagement
“=rough spectatorship is fundamentally unchallenging to the
==chanisms by which the studios and theaters turn a profit.

Foundations like Creative Capital and the artists’ project
= 7¥ark have been responsible for funding a number of
e=zrt, critical art projects, especially those with large price
=g Though the establishment of an infrastructure to support
i=2 raise the visibility of interventive work is without doubt
mecessary, the funding and promotion of high-cost, tech-

=+ pranks run the risk of primarily benefiting those whose
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skill-sets are already highly valued in the dominant economy.
Support for a particular project can q_uickly become a “career
maker” for the artist. Creative Capital, whose name and activ-
ities mimic corporate grantors' “capacity-building” pro-
grams, offers initial financial support for projects and
longer-term career development "in strategic planning,
fundraising, public relations, and marketing” th.rough work-
shops and retreats to which, as CC’s website notes, “many
concrete opportunities for the artists, such as gallery repre-
sentation and collaboration invitations, can be attributed.”™

Despue the sometimes oppositional content of many of these:

artists’ work and the small amounts of money available to

them (especially in comparison to the R&D budgets of mlhta:r i

comtractors), prankster projects can, as Miwon Kwon has
not=d of other forms of institutional critique, “become
crtensions of the museum’s own self-promotional apparatus,

while the artist becomes a commodity with a special purchase
on criticality.”® The ways and reasons institutions circulate

resources and brand their activities easily recede into the

background, overshadowed by the timeliness of the artist-

commodity's work.

Significantly, ®TMark deals with the naturalization of capitalist
funding priorities by turning fundraising itself into a project.
On their website project ideas are grouped into “mutual

funds” in which donors might invest-— enabling anonymou

artists production. The ironic tension between a project's
content and terms like "fund families” underscore the distance
between ®TMark’s work and the priorities of capital

Similarly, the distribution of independent documentaries
free downloads and house-party screenings structurally critique
the art/entertainment industry while exploring political content
on any number of different subjects. These examples illustra te

how artists might deploy their work in ways that prefigure 2

democratic media system without making “the art world” o
"Hollywood” the sole or overt subject of their projects.
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G DISSENT

B N []

#Sec = artist develops a “persona” in order to seduce a larger
@ e=c=_ it becomes difficult to question the operation of
mage in politics, even if the specific content of the image is
wostesied. The Yes Men describe their activism as “identity
srmecmon | 2 twist of the advertising term “identity development”
e seczlls Adbusters’ "demarketing” spoof ad campaigns. Both
Suse= 2nd the Yes Men use corporate forms (convention
mes_websites, news releases, print ads, commercials) to
= = i=zges that the multibillion-dollar PR industry works
&:::a:ﬁ 10 polish. This is vitally important work because
mmucs of polities, especially in the US, does happen on the
g o ceocesentation. However, an acceptance of image as
goimary site of political contest runs the risk of further
“ms v=v r=zl spatial and material dimensions of politics.

tolture-jamming and “identity correction” hope for
\e=ce between the manipulation of images and the
messmiacon of the power relations operating within the system
= se-cesen:t Even when a project has generated some

5 response, the link between perturbations of
e oo cower remains very difficult to establish. As evidence
. == « =Fectiveness, Morgan Spurlock (whose reputation

. s should be considered alongside authorship of an
Ing 'corporate image piece” for Sony) pointed to
s ciscontinuation of the super-size campaign just
Suse—Soz Me reached general release. While encouraging
==y o= 2 public health standpoint, the gesture also
* w2 wncat= McDonald's corporate image for the ultimate
o s=ling more food to more customers. In their
“se Tes Men express surprise that the outrageous and
sse croposals they made before assemblies of busi-
«= secesved not the least murmur of dissent. They
sesessance of their offensive speech to the businessmen’s

2
s

% == == face of presumed expertise or basic acceptance
Srwaly of globalization, but perhaps everyone under-
= mmertess very little what is said in meetings as long as
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business goes on elsewhere as usual. We who use prankster tactics readily discuss cooptation, and
it's just as important to talk about how much we have opted
in. In shifting the focus of activism to the terrain of image
=znipulation, in insisting that successful actions must also be

The attention of prankster activism to the superstructure, to
use an old fashioned term, underscores the upper-middle—
classness of its politics. The arena of consumption, the terrain
engaged by pranksters, is where most middle-class people
develop their identities, form their allegiances and live their
politics. It'sa key site for engagement, and pranks can be seen
as contemporary popular education for those who already
have a voice in consumer society. The Reverend Billy's
Starbuck’s exorcisms and Ange Taggert's disruptive purchase
and return loops work so well because they speak to middle
class consumers in their own language and have actors whose
appearance is reassuringly familiar, even if their actions are not.

s.n. how much have we internalized capital's emphasis on
consumption and externalized the necessity of re-forming
== relations of material production? How much might we be
se=sponsible for our own cooptation because macho, celebrity,
somsumerist agency is not so fundamentally oppositional

a=er 2ll?

T == CONSCIENTIOUS PRANKSTER

= criticizing the masculine, individualist, middle-class, and

~-=sumer-oriented elements of prankster politics, I risk
Sspearing to advocate for nose-to-the-grindstone communi-
= orzanizing, appealing to some notion of proletarian
s tenticity, or expressing sour grapes over the popularity
== commercial success of certain high-profile pranksters. As
ws=sone who has been periodically criticized as humorless,
wocse background is relentlessly upper-middle class and
“ose own work usually ducks issues of effectiveness, I may
s 5= the best person either to ask or answer these questions.

=== than be dishonestly prescriptive, I hope to participate
= process of individual and collective self-evaluation that
Bring about, over time, a collective, engaged, feminist
=« shat shapes equally the realms of representation, dis-
wow= 2nd political practice.

However, in privileging the position of consumer as a location
of resistance, prankster activism runs the risk of presenting
opposition as yet another lifestyle or (anti)consumer choice.
Adbusters has incorporated product development and marketing
into its anti-media/media: the creation of the Blackspot.
snezker, an anti-brand brand of trendy labor and environment
friendly shoes. Anticorporate consumers now needn’t sacrifice
style or comfort for their principles; we can have our cake and
guiltlessly eat it too. Crimethink’s neo-Situationist exhortations
to disentangle ourselves from commodity dependence read
like lifestyle advice columns for the voluntarily poor and ant-
icapitalist. What gets lost in the shuffle is the fact that radical
social change is not merely the adoption of a different set of
consumer habits and the reality that attaining global economie
and environmental justice will entail a high degree of sacrifice
for those of us in the world's top income brackets (where
almost every Euro-American Anglophone resides). We mas
admire the MST, be inspired by the piqueteros, and think
nuns who die organizing Brazilian indentured workers are
really cool, but very few of us (myself included) are willing -
abandon the comparatively comfortable and glamorous wors

“~===tional Biology, the Critical Art Ensemble (which has
wewed support from Creative Capital) advocates for the tac-
. ws= of pranks in raising questions about applied genetic
= Their example— the release of hundreds of mutant
= =or= “funny weird"” than “funny ha-ha,” and it targets
‘s spaces of the production of genetic research and its
wmocon. By foregoing the belly laugh and opting for the

of creatively tarnishing capital’s image. w=s (CAE's tactic opens a terrain for open-ended but

== guestioning.
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While still offering a damn good time, the Pink Bloque's
public performances and appearances at demonstrations
offer cues as to how actions might be politically effective with~
out having a specific “target” whose image must be "correct-
ed”. Their dancing street parties transform the (often highly
macho) “cops vs. protestors” dynamic and proclaim the right
of people, especially women, to inhabit public space as polit-
ical agents. Their actions implicitly, and with good spirit,
challenge the still-too-often sensually deadening mass
demonstration. Their original adoption of these tactics was
situated in a particular constellation of politics and police

practices. Their decision to stop performing reflected a
recognition that after three years of the "war on terror” and
the second inauguration of Bush, the constellation had
changed. The Pink Bloque was willing to forego becoming a
branded fixture at protests in favor of continuing to respond
creatively to a shifting political landscape.

Outside of the world of political artists, the 85% Coalition,
an Ilinois civil rights group, effectively used a prank to illus-
trate the lack of equal protection for gays. Long-term, same-
sex couples applied en- masse for marriage licenses, which
were refused. A hetero-seeming couple (actually a gay man
and straight woman who didn’t know each other) was easily
able to secure a license, satirizing the state’s standards for
marriage. By fluidly extending years of demonstrations,
guerilla theater, lobbying, and polling to provide protection
of LGBTQ people under the state constitution, the group
avoided isolating the marriage issue as the only relevant campaig_ﬁ
for gays and lesbians. The fun event reinvigorated tired core.
activists and engaged a large number of supporters who oth-
erwise had not been involved.

Readers of this essay will, no doubt, be eager to nominate
specific practices as places where we might find threads of 2
conscientious pranksterism. It's certainly not as simple as
staying small and not getting famous. Every project, including
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the ones critiqued here, presents insightful solutions and
inspiring models along with entanglements and unanswered
cuestions. Only through cultivating permeable egos alongside
open structures will we sketch the contours of an expansive,
responsive, and challenging cultural and political practice.

E=fman, on the success oES‘!m_IThu Book, 1971.

Be=edikt, "Pointed Pranks by The Yes Men," Chicago Tribune, Cctober 1, 2004,
_pgarchiver.com/chicagotribune/index html?1s=1113804390
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W 3 pital

g/programs/index.html (accessed

Swsn. One Place After Another: Site Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge:
MET Foem, 2002), 47
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[. Politics in an Age of Fantasy

In the auturmnn of 2004, shortly before the U.S. presidential election
and in the middle of a typically Bloody month in Iraq, the New York
Times Magazine ran a feature article on the casualty of truth in the
Bush administration. Like most Times articles, it was well writ-
ten, well researched, and thoroughly predictable. That George W.
Bush is ill informed, doesn't listen to dissenting opinicn, and acts
upon whatever nonsense he happens to believe is hardly news.
(Even the fact that he once insisted that Sweden did not have an
army and none of his cabinet dared contradict him was not all
that surprising.) There was, however, one valuable insight. In a
soon-to-be-infamous passage, the writer, Ron Suskind, recounted
a conversation between himself and an unnamed senior adviser
to the president:

The aide said that guys like me were “in what we call the reality-
hased community,” which he defined as people who "believe that
sclutions emerge from your judicious study of discernable reality” I

nodded and muwmured something abeut Enlightenment principles




Dream

t me off. “That’s nat the way the world really

and empiricism. He cu
4. “We're an empire now, and when

works anymore,” he continue
we act, we create reality. And white you are studying that reality—
judicicusly, as you will-we'll act again creating other new realities,
which you can study too, and that's how things will sort out. We're

history's actors . .. and you, all of you, will be left to just study what

we do.}

It was clear how the Times felt about this peek into the po-
litical mind of the presidency. The editors of the Gray Lady pulied
assage and floated it over the article in oversized, multi-
is was ideological gold: the Bush administration
admitting that they didn't care about
the palpable excitement gener
an enthusiasm mirrored

out the p
colored type. Th
openly and arrogantly
reality. One could almost feel
ated among the Times liberal readership,
and amplified all down the left side of the political spectrum on
r listservs, call-in radio shows, and print editorials over
» This proud assertion of naked disregard for
ith in fantasy was the most damning
e must surely lose the election

compute
the next few weeks.
reality and unbounded fa
evidence of Bush insanity yet. H

Now.
What worried me then, and still worries me today, is that my

reaction was radically different. My politics have long been dia-
metrically opposed to those of the Bush administraticn, and I've
had along careeras a jeft-leaning academicand a progressive po-
litical activist. Yet I read the same words that generated so much
animosity among liberals and the left an
excited, inspired ..
held that Bush's candid disregard for reality was evidence of the
madness of his admi
turbing sign of its brillianc

d felt something else:
. and jealous. Whereas the commonsense view -

nistration, I perceived it as a much more dis-
e [ knew then that Bush, in spite of.
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mak‘lng a -mess of nearly everything he had undertaken in his first
presidential term, would be reelected.

How could my reaction be so different from that of so many of
my colleagues and comrades? Maybe | was becoming a neocyon
another addition to the long list of defectors whose progressi '
God had failed. Would I follow the path of Christopher Hitciens ?Vz
truly (?[epressing thought. But what if, just maybe, the problem w-ras
nolt with me but with the main currents of progressive thinking in
this courlltry? More precisely, maybe there was somethin abiut
progressive politics that had become increasingly problerrigatic

‘.The Problern, as I see it, comes down to reality. Progressi;fes
believe 1T1 it, Bush’s people believe in creating it. The left and right
’.have switched roles—the right taking on the mantle of radicgal
ism and progressives waving the flag of conservatism. The Oﬁti-
cal progeny of the protestors who proclaimed, “Take y.our dzsires-
fz; lzjealzty" in May of 1968, were now counseling the reversal: take
o ;Vtye ;); ioal;r} 'Eiesn’es.? Republicans were the ones proclaiming,

Dreams often make those who are left-of-center nervous
Far?tasy and spectacle have been the property of Fascism totali-
tarian Communism, and, more recently, the unspeakablej horror
known. as Entertainment Tonight. Traditionally we are more comfort
all:)le with those things mumbled by the Times reporter undern tl;
his breath: “Enlightenment principles and empiricism?” But ;?1
are tl?ese things in which liberals put so much faith? ﬁmpiricisrit
Put simply, is the theory that things exist and can .be measuredi
1I?dependently of those doing the measuring, There are facts to be
dlscove.red and truth to be discerned, if only we can separate out
ghe'desues.of' people. In the early 1600s the pioneering scientist
thaaifcli:;}XiGsil.ﬂel wrote of th.e necessity of distinguishing qualities

m external bodies” and can be measured—size, shape,
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quantity, and motion—from qualities like color, smell, and taste,
ve an autonormous

which are subjective judgments. The former ha
and verifiable reality, while the latter “exist only in the sensitive

hody, for when the living creature is removed all these qualities
are carried off and annihilated” These latter, all-too-human im-
pressions are, in Galileo’s wonderful phrase, "nothing more than
mere names ™ The job of science, then, is to hold human subjec-
ity in check in order to reveal the objective reality that precedes
it. Reality, once freed from tradition and superstition and no lon-
ger clouded by imagination and emotion, is self-evident.
Self-evident reality was critical to the Enlightenment as well.
Philosophers of the Enlightenment—the name bestowed upon a
loose school of thought centered in Furope around the 17008—
believed that politics should strive to model itself upon the “real”
of the world, including the real nature of man. For Thomas Hobbes,
man was brutish and cruel; for Jean-Jacques Roussead, he was
neble and good; yet both held that any system of just and last-

ing governance must base itself upon this revealed “real” That is,

politics must be based in fact, not mere tradition or superstition.
Another key tenet of Enlightenment thought followed from this.
Man, in order to reveal this ‘real” and act upon it accordingly, must

be able to reason and act rationally, Just as an empiricist astrono-

mer could examine the trajectory of a planet without reference to

heavenly bodies, the citizen imagined by the Enlightenment had
the ability to discern the forces governing his or her life and make
thoughtful decisions based upon the (judicious) study of such ob-
servations. Through reason a citizenry could intelligently choose

one leader, policy, or system of government over the other. As a

rational actor, homo economicus guided the invisible hanad of the

market. Reason and rationality, so the theory goes, were and are.

the cornerstones of democracy and capitalism.
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I.t is not surprising that progressives feel an affmity for the
Enlightenment and empiricism. It was empiricism that broke the
Church's grip on the interpretation of the world. By challenging
t}lle Church on its explanations of the physical world, the empiri-
cists opened up an assault on its political and spiritual power as
well-. Likewise, the Enlightenment ideal of man as a rational, rea-
soning c.reature undermined the hierarchies of feudalism anld the
foundations of divine right. Traditional “common sense” held that
cornmon people could not govern themselves nor act orderly in
the marketplace. Contesting these assumptions cleared the way
for new forms of politics and economics.s The religious festivais
andl entertaining spectacles mobilized by Church and crown to
excite or divert the masses and cement religious or royal power
could now be replaced by town meetings and coffeehouses where
enlightened citizens debated the issues of the day. These reason-
.able citizens, understanding reality as it is and not as it is imag-
%ned, would guide democracy and raticnalize the market, break-
ing férever with a reactionary past cloaked in magic, mystelzry and
maripulation. In other words, and more to the point, progres;‘ives
throughout history embraced the Enlightenment and empiricism
because historically these ideas were progressive.

].3ut all this is history. Appeats to truth and reality, and faith in
rational thought and action, are based in a fantasy of the past
or rather, past fantasy’ Today’s world is linked by media systems,
and awash in advertising images; political policies are packaged
by public relations experts and celebrity gossip is considered
news. More and more of the economy is devoted to marketing and
entertainment or the performance of scripted roles in the service
sector.*We live in a “society of the spectacle,” as the French theorist-
prfavocateur Guy Debord declared back in 1967. Yat, faced with
this new world, progressives are still acting out a script inherited
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from the past. Thisis a mistake, for those who put their trust in
Enlightenment principles and emnpiricisn today are doomed to
political insignificance.®
This is largely where liberals and the left reside now. Consider
the recent ghoulish spectacle of Terri Schiavo, the brain-dead
woman kept alive by forced medical feeding against the wishes
of her husband and the decisions of a court. In a roundabout ef-
fort to inch toward outlawing abortion, conservative politicians
dramatized the tragedy as an epic struggle of the right 1o life,
of the lofty primacy of the spirit over the body. Politician stood
shoulder to shoulder with priest in an appeal for state interven-
tion to prevent a helpless innocent from court-mandated death.
It was grand theater, played to the hilt—despite opinion polls re-
cording anywhere from 60 to 70 percent of Americans helieving
that government has no place in end-of-life decisions.™ How did
the Dermocrats capitalize on their opponents' popular weakness?
With meek statements about proper judicial process and respect
for expert medical opinion—all the inspiration of a Sergeant
Friday: "Just the facts, ma'am. No need to get excited” This was
not merely a case of political ineptitude; it was the manifestation
of an Enlightenment-era faith that facts are more powerful than
fantasies.

To be fair, there are some things that progressives do reason-
ably well. We reveal the Yies of institutionalized power through
investigative reporting and media exposure (Watergate, torture at
Abu Ghraib prison). We demonstrate to those in power that “the
whole world is watching” by marshalling hundreds of thousands
of people for mass protests (the ritual “March on Washington”).

And we influence privileged youth through our relative domi-.

nance in the universities (even though this victory is never ac-
knowledged since doing so would mean admitting that what we
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teach is not simply the Truth). But these strengths are based upon
a fundamental weakness: an Enlightenment faith that some-
how, if reasoning pecple have access to the Truth, the scales will
fall from their eyes and they will see reality as it truly is and, of
course, agree with us.

To retain this faith, progressives have, ironically, closed their
eyes to the reality of today's politico-cultural landscape. Despite
repeated assertions that Saddam Hussein had nothing to do with
al-Qaeda’s terrorist attacks on 9/11 by nearly every respected
news outlet in the United States {and even the not-so-respected
governmental intelligence services), a majority of Americans be-
%1eve there was a link. This is not some mass of illiterates living
in Ff world where informaticn is controlled by priests intoning in
Latin. These are citizens of a highly literate nation awash in 24/7
information. Is there any better evidence that the problem is not
one of access to the truth? The archaic concern with forrnal cen-
sorship has little validity in our age of informational overload.

Certainly U.S. propaganda gave the public’s flight from facts a
helping hand, but it was effective because the Pentagon under
stood that people often: prefer a simple, dramatic story to the cam-
plicated truth. Weaned on endless advertisements, sitcoms, and
Hellywoeod movies, we've learned to find comfort in compélling
narratives and change the channel when confronted with messy
facts. If Osama bin Laden is elusive and al-Qaeda ephemeral
Saddam Hussein and the easily recognized nation of Irag Seemec{
made for prime-time trouncing. When the Iragis didn't welcome
us as liberators, and catching Saddam proved anticlimactic, no
matter: there was always Saving Private Lynch.

A climate of fear can fuel fantasy, as the Bush administration
so effectively demonstrated in the days after the terrorist attacks
on g/11. When threatened and insecure, people will find a way to
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go with the story—no matter how irrational—that ma?ce's ther.n
feel safer. And it may be that the pull toward the dramatl‘u: is basic
human modus operandi. Jesus, after all, used parables instead of
rational arguments to get his points across in the Gospels. But
today spectacle is center stage, driven by a mass media a.nd a
consumer economy that panders to and profits off of emotional
narrative and the overhyped story. Once there were a fev‘s:f holc-i-
outs: news, education, and so on. Now “fair and balanced” Fox .15
in the living room and commercially sponsored Channel One in
the classroom. Spectacle is our way of making sense of the world.
Truth and power belong to those who tell the better story.

Walter Lippmann, the influential writer, popular newsgaper
editor, and informal political adviser to nearly every premdexl}t
from Teddy Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson, argued that demgcratlc
theory has little to do with democratic practice. De1-'no.crat1c the-
ory resides in the coffechouses and government buildings wjnere
enlightened men examine evidence, hold reasoned conv-ersatzons,
and arrive at rational decisions, Theoretical democracy is a heady
process. Its practice airns a bit lower. To win el'ections among a
large and diverse population and get the majo_nty to tagree upon
policy or go along with decisicons, poiiticians, like their commer-
cial counterparts in Hollywood and on Madison Avenge, speak to
people's fantasies and desires through a langu.age of 1mages and
associations. By manipulating symbols, exploitmg memoges, a'nd
spinning stories, the political elite are able to guide the direction

of public opinion. “The practice of democracy has turned a cor- -

ner,” Lippmann argued in his 1922 boeok Public Opinion, “A tevolu-
tion is taking place, infinitely more significant than any shifting
of economic power” He called this revolution the Manufacture of

Consent.™ N - .
Those of us opposed to rule by a political elite learned an im-
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portant lesson from Lippmann. If democracy is to be sustained,
and citizens are to truly govern their lives, then the manufacture
of consent must be continuously revealed and deconstructed.

Political stagecraft must be relentlessly attacked with our arsensl
of facts and reason.

We learned the wrong lesson.

Progressives should have learned to build a politics that em-
braces the dreams of people and fashions spectacles which give
these fantasies form—a politics that understands desire and
speaks to the irrational; a politics that employs symbols and as-
sociations; a politics that tells good stories. In brief, we should
have learned to manufacture dissent.

We need to do this for strategic reasons. Whether one approves
of it or not, fantasy and spectacle have become the lingua franca
of our time. Progressives can talk all they want about the Bush ad-
ministration’s disregard for the truth and its dangerous flights of
fancy, butno one other than the converted is listening. And when
no one listens in a democracy, the alignment of power stays the
same. If we want our ideas to lead and not trail the politics of this
country, then we need to learn how to think and communicate in
today’s spectacular vernacular,

Recently, progressive political writers such as Thomas Frank
have argued that if the Democratic Party is to have a political
future, it needs to adopt platforms and embrace policies that
materiaily benefit the majority of Americans. Frank is absolutely
correct.* But uniess the Democrats develop programs to sell
these real material gains and employ strategies that acknowledge
the more immaterial nature of citizens’ hopes and dreams, they
will continue to fail, With apologies to Galileo (who merely makes
the mistake common to many modern Western thinkers), real-
ity and fantasy don’t inhabit separate spheres, they coexist and
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intermingle. Reality needs fantasy to render it desirable, just as

fantasy needs reality to make it believable.

Progressive writers have pointed this out before, and a few are
now being recognized. The cognitive linguist George Lakoff writes
about how people use “conceptual categories and metaphors” to
make sense of their world. These categories and metaphors allow
translate hard information and direct experience into a con-
ceptual form familiar and comfortable to us. As such, he argues,

s need to think less about presenting facts and more '

progressive
ame these facts in such a way that they make

about how to fr
sense and hold meaning for everyday people.’3 Jim Wallis, a left-

leaning evangelical Christian, argues for a “prophetic politics,” a
spiritually based politics which transcends pragmatic policy and
moves beyond reasoned critique. Building upon the prophetic tra-

dition of religion, Wallis believes that progressives must articu-
d—that is, a dream of the

us to

late an alternative vision of the worl
future.™*

These are excellent paths to take, but the journey needs to g0
much further. Framing issues is important, but expanding the def-
inition of what a progressive frame rnight constitute is essential.
politically minded prophets have long employed divinely inspired
d a secular alternative, dreams recognizable

dreams, but we nee
hopes and desires—

for what they are—human constructs of our

but no less powerful for their transparency.
s religious, need to make peace

olitics. This will take some
tradition of political

Progressives, secular as well a
with the less-than-rational nature of p
effort, for it means rethinking an entire
thought. Aristotle, the uncontested philosophical father of our po-
Jitical tradition, barely mentions the srrational in the eight books
of his seminal wark The Politics. From: his infamous arguments jus-

tifying slavery to the quirky sections on the influence of climate
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01"1 the state, reason takes center stage. It is reason, after all, that
distinguishes us as human. “Other creatures live by nature only;
scme live by habit to some extent. Man, however, lives by rea—,
son as well: he alone has reason™s In his writings on theater and
?fhettljric, the great philosopher recognizes the importance of the
irrational, but in politics the topic is taboo.

_ Eventually, in an incomplete fragment on musical education
in the conclusion of the final book of The Politics, Aristotle touches
upon the irrational but does so only in the form of a warning: music
can be dangerous to the state, Why? Because music (particularly
the use of wind instruments and the “orgiastic and emotional”
Phrygian music, which were the electric guitars and rock'n'roll of
ﬂlle classical period) spoke to the heart and body instead of the
discerning mind.'® Furthermere, such transcendent pleasure was
the “feature common to all music, which appeals even to some
anirr_lals and also to & great many slaves and children"—that is
music made disturbing alliances between citizens and noncitlzens,
{and animals, so it seems) and threatened to undermine hierarchy
tand order.” It seems odd to end a treatise on politics with a warn-
ing about losing oneself in music—but alsc fitting, for Aristotle
was giving voice to what has become a common political dream:
the ideal state will have no place for dreaming.*

Later political thecrists rejected Aristotle's lengthy defense
of slavery and his slavish insistence on the “golden mean” in all
things, but his deep suspicion of popular emotionality and the
pleasures that can come from both preducing and losing one-
self in fantastical constructs, be they musical compositions or
political demands, remains.™ Liberal political theorists of the
Enlightenment, such as Hobbes, Rousseau, and John Locke, the
economist Adam Smith, and the statesman Thomas Jefferson, as-

= sumed the existence of a rational, reasoning being with the ability




Dream
12

to enter into social contracts, pollitical debates, andhdemiféi’ig
self-governance. Their conservative opponents, suc ?San e
Revolution critic Edmund Burke and the rehllctant Ametrllcbecause
lutionary Alexander Hamilton, argued that it vs.-fa.s ex;c ?fd -
the people were not capable of reaéon that politics sb O}(lhe beren
out of their hands. (Burke was partlcglériy hat}n-ted 1 . d'pa15 e
of the French hairdresser making political decisions.) .da ic P
the Marxist tradition ingenicusly incorp.orate.d ‘oo'th si beshoVimr_S
argument. They acknowledged the seer.mngly 1TTat10na ft . :al e
of the majority of people who act aganst their own politi o
terests by supporting the ruling class, but held (_Mt the p"ror;len o
the masses’ eventual awakening to “class cogscmusness W ; d o
the words of the Communist Manifesto, “man is .at last co.mpi e.
face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his re Tclt;OIIS
with his kind." For all their ideclogicai differences, these thinkers
thing; reason should rule.
agr;iis?geozfe polit;gcs, other realms of human life acknowled?'e
and exalt the fantastic. Consider the texts of the great world rel:-
gions: the Red Sea parting for Moses as the Jews ﬂez.a o the: proril-
ised land: the terrible beauty of Krishna as hl.i‘ advises Arﬂfal c;
Kill his friends and kinsman in battle; the ’dlssonant sym o. c?
Jesus, the son of God, crucified on a cross like a commer Crimi-

nal; the lyrical cadences of the words of the Prophet Muham?tz;;lé -. |
The Hebrew Bible, the Bhagavad Gita, the %\Iew TestarTlent, a;n g
Koran are all quasipolitical models fo-r right biehavmr an cgrr;s
munity relations, yet stripped of their narratives and symbols .

they would have no power to move their audience, and thus no
power at all. How many stirring sermons use the endless genealof.
gies, the begets and begottens, of the book of Numbers as sourcg

material?
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Fantasy inspires the bulk of our entertainment as well- mov-
ies, television, popular music, video games, theme parks, casinos,
strip clubs, and so on. No matter what their differences, each form
of entertainment constitutes a sort of spectacle that promises to
transport the spectator outside their present reality, Complaints
about the unreal fantasies of Hollywood and the “lack of repre-
sentation” in television sitcoms miss the function of entertain-
ment: to escape the here and now, to imagine something different,
something better.

While there are fundamentalists who insist on the litera! truth
of religious stories, and media activists who would like to make
entertainment into a bleak mirror of our everyday lives, most of
us are drawn toward religion and entertainment for very differ
ent reasons: because both address our desires and articulate our
dreams. So why is politics exempt? One might think that particu-
larly in politics, whose purpose is the organization and arrange-
ment of people’s lives, one might find the irrationa! front and
center. But locking out over the wide expanse of Western politi-
cal theory, the irrational is hard to spot. When it is noticed, it is
treated as a contagion to quarantine or a disruption to manage, a
stain on the otherwise clean landscape of reason.

But again, this is theory, and practice is something else entirely.
Take national political conventions in the United States. In the-
ory these conventions are meetings held “to discuss and decide
Important matters,” according to the Dictionary of Government and

. Politics. More specifically, the American Political Dictionary tells
- us a convention is "a meeting of party delegates . . . to decide
' on party policy and strategy and nominate candidates for elec-
. tive office It is a reasoned process of discussion and decision
‘and, finally, democratic action. But this, of course, is hooey. In
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conventions past, backroom deals were cut by political bosses n
private smoke-filled suites and physical fights broke out among
inebriated delegates on the convention floorz This was bare-
¥nuckies democracy. Today even that semblance of debate and
discussion is gone. All decisions have already been made by the
time the campaign putton-bejeweled conventioneers invade their
host cities. Hluminated by the bright lights of television, pol-
itical conventions are floodlit stages on which to play out com-
peting fantasies of the future of the country and its leader. The
Republican candidate is presented as firm, resohute, and patriotic,
awash in flags and martial symbols. The Democratic challenger
conjures up the ideals of inclusion and opportunity, surrounded
by faces of many races and stations. Or, as with the 2004 con-
ventions, the parties swap fantasies: John Kerry played the war
hero flariked by his Vietnam War Swilt Boat comrades, a soldier-
statesman leading a "Stronger America,’ while George W. Bush
acted the down-home everyman surrounded by the Republican
rainhow. The candidate’s biopic, with its soft-focus images of can-
didate and country, packaged and produced months in advance,
is the real star of the convention. The time when political pariies
decide instead to save moeney by staying at home and buying an
hour's worth of prime-time TV space may not be too far off. It
would be a much more efficient means to fuifill the real function
of the modern political convention: a spectacle.
If progressives are to engage, rather than ignore, the phantas-
magoric terrain of politics, we need to learn from those who do

spectacle best: the architects of Las Vegas, video game designers, . e
advertising’s creative directors, and the producers and editors of :
celebrity media. This does not mean adopting flashy techniques -
to help us make sexier advertisemnents for progressive causes
{though this wouldn't hurt). It means looking deep into the core of - '
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these and other examples of popular spectacle to divine exactl
what makes them so popular. ’
The immense popularity of commercial culture needs to be
alcknowledged and respected. To get us to open our wallets, le-
glons of very smart and very creative people make sure that vs;hat
t?ey produce rescnates with our most powerful and intimate de-
sires. There is a lot to learn here, Too often these sources of po-
tentiallkncwledge and inspiration are, at best, criticized andpat
worst, ignored by progressives. This makes us feel better about ('JUI
cultural sophistication, our “specialness,” but it also keeps us
p'owerless. The entertainment state should be ruthlessly criti-
}C)lzed, i}alut lthe techniiques used to create and maintain it need to
. . .
pOtiztialflasucally explored and exploited for their progressive
| This entails looking deeper than the current vogue of celebrat-
%ng comimercial culture as a “site of resistance” Sure, people en-
joy culture in unpredictable ways: some of us may re’ad romance
novels as feminist texts, others modify video games to create
unauthorized versions or customize imported autos into street
racers. In resisting the sanctioned rules for “right” consumption
we exp.e{fience the thrill of making mass culture our own. But
the political efficacy of a resistance tied to the everyday use (or
abuse) of a commercial product is debatable. There is a big differ-
ence between rereading reality and acting to make it anew. To not
recognize this distinction is to confuse the everyday ac-tion of
makmg meaning with the much rarer tasks of creation and trans-
formation,*s Furthermore, this sort of "resistance” is often culti-
vated by marketers who understand it—correctly—as another
weTy to get consumers engaged with their product. Teyota's new
Scion division, for example, makes consumer customization of

th : _— @ L) :
elr cars—or the “remix,” as they call it—part of their marketing
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strategy, promoting this practice with the slogan “We relinquish
all power to you."® Consumer culture always serves the needs of
consumer capitalism, including making space for resistance when
expedient or profitable.

Between arrogant rejection and populist acceptance of com-
mercial culture lies a third approach: appropriating, co-opting,
and, most important, transforming the techniques of spectacu-
lar capitalism into tools for social change. This is the fine art of
transmutation, once practiced with great effect by the Church,
which cleverly adopted components of pagan religions and forms
of pagan ritual (the Christmas tree, for example) to do the work
of Christianity.

To do this means recognizing that consumer culture—its
crafted fantasies and stimulated desires—speaks to something
deep and real within us. The American psychologist and pragma-
tist philosopher William James articulated this political strategy
back in 1906 in a speech he gave to students at Stanford University
on “The Moral Equivalent of War” The problerm with pacifism,
the pacifist James argued, was that it was presented in such a
way as to seern weak and boring, a safe utopia where the lion
lay down with the lamb. At their peril, pacifists ignored all the le-
gitimate emotional needs that war fulfills: romance, valor, honor,

and sacrifice. By not speaking to “the higher aspects of militaristic
sentiment” in their appeals for peace, pacifists ignored the real
passions that motivate people. The result was a contest between
the vigor of Teddy Roosevelt and the pieties of a Sunday school

teacher. The wars of the twentieth century loudly declared the
winner. “Pacifists ought to enter more deeply into the aesthetical
and ethical point of view of their opponents,” James counseled, -
“then move the point, and your oppenent will follow™” Progressives, - -

long comfortable with disdaining and distancing themselves from
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impure desire, need to learn to speak to it, through it, with it
and then move the point. | -
Thlslwon’t be easy. Spectacular culture is maost often designed
t.o manipulate people and take their money, not set the stage for
11belrty, equality, and fraternity. It often appeals to our worst traits
whﬂ.e reaching progressive goals depends upon our more gener-‘
ous 1r'13tincts. It is understandable to worry that by recasting pro-
gre?swe politics within the terms of spectacle we will sacrifice our
ethical strength. But the point is not to denude the progressive
rr?c.w.ement ol its essential characteristics but to expand its possi-
oilities, addressing a larger sector of the public by acknowiedgin
and wor?(ing with, all the desires we possess. The challenge fogrl
progressives is to create ethical spectacles.

Progressive dreams, and the spectacles that give them tangi-
ble f.or‘rn, will look different than those conjured up by the Bush
administration or the commercial directors of what critic Neil
Gabler calls Life, the Movie. Different not only in content—this
shm'ﬂd be cbvious--but in form. Given the progressive ideals of
egalitarianism and a politics that values the input of everyone, cur
dreamscapes will not be created by media-savvy experts of’ the
left and then handed down to the rest of us to watch, consume
and believe. Instead, our spectacles will be participato;’y: dreams:
the public can mold and shape themselves. They will be active:
spectacles that work only if people help create them. They will bé
open-ended: setting stages to ask questions and leaving silences
to formulate answers. And they will be transparent: dreams that
lone lknows are dreams but which still have power to attract and
Inspire. And, finally, the spectacies we create will not cover over or
replace reality and truth but perform and amplify it.

Ilusion may be a necessary part of political life, but delusion
need not be. Progressives cannot sell the dream of a world with
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no medical bills without backing it up with promises aln:npsi;(;
cies that guarantee universal health care for every Amencter.un_
should not conjure up a utopia of pure skies anFl clean wa. ”
less we are serious about massive investmejent n alternrcltmelr(jrl S
ergy sources. To be certain, other si@ei don’t ha.we th‘e‘se 'qu? and;
Bush gutted the Clean Air Act with his “Clear Skies Initiative, o
the oil cornpanies fall aver one anothe.r to tell us how gree;q e};
are, but such hypocrisy is unethical. It is alse not effect}fve. cl)zrelnt
or later myth and reality meet; witness' the collapse: 0 1;1:(3?,1 o
Bush's triumphal declaration of “Mission Accomplished" in
daily casualties in Irag. .
fElCIehOofl;)e ity is clear by now that my argument hpjre 2193 not sozi
postmodem provocation that the real does not ex1s.t. Semanti
aside, there is an all-too-real “real” at hand: wa.r inr Iraq, gro'w;
ing national and world inequality, glo]?al Wanmng‘and spec‘le'"
extinction—the list goes on. Make no mistake, there' is an empird
cal real. But no matter how real this reality may be, it only means
something when we give it meaning P.xs such we r?u’e foru;ver ccz;
structing fictions from the truth. Not lies, but fictions. The wo

surrounding us may be full of eternal tltuths ‘an.c'i c-onstitute an
everlasting real, but the world that we h\{e within is -an a:se.ms:
blage of data ordered by ourselves according to theone.s, stories, .
habits, customs, and prejudices. We make sense, In making sense

) . . at.
of our environment we necessarily create a simulation of wh

ever it is that we are seeing, hearing, or readir.lg (whici? caz‘l ver'y

well be others’ simulations). It is not that reality doe.sn ‘c exist—it. .
is more that by itself it doesn’t really matter. Reality 1§ alulrays..:.?_
refracted through the imagination, and it is through cur imagina-

tion that we live our lives. . ‘
This does not mean that there is no such thing as truth. Truth

with a capital T may be an Enlightenment fantasy (one ironically
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shared by religious fundamentalists), but there are standards or
evidence upon which we can judge small “t” truths, accepting some
as valid and rejecting others as invalid. But the important thing,

as any scientist will tell you, is making a convincing case. Take

the recent debate about evolution as an example. The creationists

are correct in one thing at least: evolution is not the Truth: it is a
theory.» But it is a good theory with a prependerance of evidence
supporting it. “Intelligent design,” the latest stalking horse of the
creationists, which holds that g supreme being has guided evoly-
tion, is a lousy theory with no evidence behind it. What intelligent
design does have, however, is a good publicity campaign. A public
opinion poll in 2005 reported that 6o percent of Americans put
their faith in theories of creationism or intelligent design, while
only 26 percent believe in the evolution of life through natural se-
lection, with the remainder not knowing or caring.’: One side has
the evidence, the other the compelling narrative
Politics is also not science. There are no immutable laws of
gravity determining the outcome of an election, nor empiricalty
verifiable tests of what constitutes a good society. Political sys-
tems are human creations that are then evaluated subjectively.
As such, it is largely the power of public opinion that determines
their form and value. This is something conservatives seem to
understand better than brogressives. The Brookings Institution, a
liberal think tank, spends 3 percent of itg budget on communica-
tions. The conservative Heritage Foundation, on the other hand,
devotes 20 percent to what former vice president of communica-
tions Herb Berkowitz describes as “the selling of ideas” Berkowitz
elaborates: “Our belief is that when the research product has been
Printed, then the job is only half done. That is when we start mar-

keting it to the media. . We are actively out there selling these
things, day after day. it's our mission s
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For years progressives have coryforte? thfmselvetshw;;}; Sgri- ici
biblical adages that the “tyuth will out” or “the tru "
! iting around for the truth te set you free.1s azy
You_ free,ﬁ bEt “Zith does not reveal itself by virtue of being the
pOhU?E'LB Tuset be told, and we need to learn how to tell the truth
:;iiz.;féitively. Tt must have stories woven. around it, Worksd ori e;r;
made about it; it must be communicated 11’.1 new Ways.an rer
veted so that it sells. It must be embedd.ed In an experience o
connects with people’s dreams and de.sﬂes, that 1resonatest \}xlr;re
the symbols and myths they find T;a;l;r;gf;i.t :"lzlel f;g;n;:; here
] ressive movement tnat ln \ :
f;fs;)f;};;npdr; if the truth. As William James once wrote: “Truth
idea s

hapgzl;rziilzldreams and making peace with sp-ectacle does nodt
necessarily mean abandoning a faith in the ‘Enhght@tngngn;chzns
empiricism, only acknowledging it is only. tilat: a faltl.. eof t}}:e
people can study-—"judiciously, as you will"--the realty e
world and then make reascned judgments that' lead to po. ‘
decisions and actions, but this is a way of seeing land bellng 1:(1
the world that cannot have any taken-for-granted eplstem.o ogica
foundation. It is, to use postmodern cant, ?1 sys.tem of discourse
that must be (re)created, imagined, operationalized, and drama-

i to the public’s imaginatiorn.

UZ?J(\E;; I;I;s;essivesire historically wedded to reason and real-

ity, empiricism and the Enlightenment, there is a coun‘ssrhistor?i
of the left that has long embraced the dreamscape of the 1maeglw
nary, using symbolism and narrative in.an attempt to creeite rzi[ he
realities. One can cycle back through ume to find examp els.
story of Exodus symbolically transforming the ]ewrs from sfave:l};
and servitude to the chosen people of God, or the mlracle‘s o Jesne
giving hope to the poorest of the poor. In more modern timnes, one -
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could consider the French Revolution, idealized in the name of
reason and rationality but fought out on the streets in a swirl of
competing fantasies. Examples closer to home might include the
imagery of the Farm Security and Work Projects Administrations
during the New Deal that gave form to a new vision of “the people,”
and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s intimate yet informative fireside
chats that suggested a new understanding of citizens' relation-

ship to political knowledge. Two decades later the ideal of reach-

ing the promised land was transported from ancient Palestine to

the black churches of the American South, animating the strug-

gles for civil rights,

Consider the story of Rosa Parks. Sheis an ordinary woman who
acts spentaneously from her own heart and changes the world.
She is the Everywoman who hits that very American "I'm not go-
ing to take it anymore” breaking point. It is a moment of magical
transformation, the “No!” that also becomes a “Yes!” affirming her
dignity and humanity—and ours. It is alsc, as any serious stu-
dent of the civil rights movement knows, a fiction, a deliberately
perpetuated mythology. Rosa Parks may have been tired and
wanting a seat, but she was not acting impulsively. She was a pro-
fessional organizer, a secretary of the local chapter of the NAACP
trained at the progressive Highlander mstitute, who acted with
a full understanding of the political ramifications of what she
was doing, But what's more important, the history lesson or the
myth?

Abbie Hoffman—the Yippie activist who dropped doilar bills on
the stock exchange floor to create a miniriot of avarice and led
30,000 hippies in a mock-serious attempt to encircle and levitate
the Pentagon—pursued an explicit strategy of mythmaking. Here

fe is explaining the logistics of organizing the protests that rocked
the 1968 Democratic Party convention:
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o faced with this task of getting huge numbers of people 1o

We ar
come to Chicago along with hundreds of performers, artists, theater
people involved in trying o work out

groups, engineers. Essentially,
arting from scratch, with no or

a new society, How do you do this st

ganization, no money, nothing? Well, the answer is that you create a

myth. Something that people can play a role in, relate t0.%®

Hoffman understood how the game is played and made no apol-

ogies in his advice to fellow activists.
Look at Michael Moore. In his film Bowling for Columbine, does he

reallylay outa rational, reasoned argument explaining the culture
of violence in the United States? No. Does seeing Charlton Heston
squirm under Moore’s questioning bring us closer to the truth?
No. But was that scene an emotionally powerful argument for gun
control? Did the film put the issue on the table? Did it provoke
millions of Americans to give sericus thought to the culture of
viclence in America? Yes. Yes. And yes. Moore followed up on this

successful narrative forrula in Fahrenheit o/11. Contrary to what

cons
simply telling tall tales.* But through clev

terviews, humorous stunts, and the insert
fiim, he is telling a tale. Folding facts

er editing, heartfelt in-

funny, and personal narrative,
able “documentary” ever made.

Over the past few decades it has been activist groups to the far
er on the mantle of imagination. Anticorporate

on protesters in North America and Furope have es-
f a more:;

1eft who have tak
globalizati

chewed the traditional model of Tnass protests in favor o

spectacular form. The old model of protest
march, chant, and listen {to the truth from

protests look nothing like this. Wi

ervative—and some liberal—critics have claimed, Moore isn't

jon of himself into the i
into an enraging, touching,
Mogre produced the most profit-

was simple and staid:‘_'f;}
the leaders). The new
th environmental protesters
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firessed in sea turtle costumes in Seattle, theatrical skits involv-
ing thE.E militant jesters of the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown
A.rmy }n London and New York, or Ya Basta! in their padded tutti
Faumchl (white jumpsuits) in Prague and Genoa, these protests are
infected with a general spirit of spirited anarchy. Declaring that
means are as important as ends (if not sometimes troublingly
more so), these mass protests create temporary autonomous
zones: a living, breathing, dancing imaginary form of a world
turned upside down. It's more than telling that the organizers
of the demonstration that shut down the City of London in 1998
called their protest a “Carnival Against Capitalism.” ”

Further south, a man known only as Subcomandante Marcos
whose poetic speeches and whimsical, fable-laced communiqués)
wedave a web of fantasy around the Zapatista rebellion in south-
ern Mexico, recognizes that his comrades’ black ski masks and
automatic weapons, far more than providing actual security or
a means of attack, are most effective as elements in a specta-
cle .of resistance« While to the east, in the Naramada Valley of
India, antidam activists hold educational puppet shows symbyoli-
cally drown a dam demon, and pledge civil disobedience; drawin
upon their local culture and traditions to create drama’dc' protestf
against the state's plans to flood their land.#

Ironically, progressives once had a near monopoly on political
fantasy. Again, it was conservatives who wanted to defend the real
and‘ retafm the status quo, while radicals wanted to move toward
an imagiary future. After all, who is remembered for “I have a
dream"? But now, plagued by their Enlightenment guilt complex
prog.rt?s'sives regularly disown their own, often effective, history oIi
mobilizing fantasy, declaring that spectacle is silly, and, that their
sense of superior seriousness will win debates, cozivince the pub-

. lic, and iead them back into the halls of power, Worse spectacle
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is what the other side does; a recent New York Times articlle hste(é1
one of the core gualities of Fascism as an “appeal to emotion an
i of reason."#
mygzggj;f;dof spectacular dissent are not hgrd t.o find. B(;lt \ﬂ:niz
not rejected cutright they are too often margmal.me‘d, unb eri ond
as merely a tactic and not an integral \iiay (?'f thinking ai. (‘311. :Ct_
acting out politics. Then it's back to the real. work of po ;tlci . o
ing soberly in the name of self-evident reality. NlIarcﬁ, chan : a >
listen . . . or study, lobby, and regulate. "Everyt.hl‘ng is theatrica d
says David Solnit, who, as a founder of the activist group Art ar}l1
Revolution, had a key role in giving the protest that' shut down t be
city of Seattle in 1999 its particular spectacular flair. But the Eroh-
lem, as Solnit explains, is that “raditional protest—the march, the
—ig just bad theater,"+?

ralgétgi Z};ilfsman; of the examples of spectacular disse‘nt I
have cited, and will describe in the pages to come, are .margmal.
[ronically, however, it may be political groups on the fnnge.s tl;e:tt
best appreciate and understand the mainstreams of culture in this

country. Outsiders often have a clearer vision of the center th-an
those deep within it, and for years these activists have been using

their vantage point to observe how fantasy and spectacle are used

by spinmeisters and marketers before trying STJFh tactics ther}rll—
selves, For themost part the campaigns these activists wage andthe
demonstrations they stage engage hundreds, thogse.mds, or tens F
of thousands of peaple, rather than millions or billiens. But the
potential for a spectacular politics is far greater, fo.r everyd.ay
fantasy is employed effectively by the mgss ‘entertamrnentdlll;l- ..;;:;:
dustry, and everyday spectacles are enthusiastically emb.race t y_._:
a majority of the world’s population. The task at hand is to ap.

into this wide appeal and use it to build a truly popular progres

sive politics.
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Perhaps the most important reason for progressives to make
their peace with the politics of dreaming has little to do with the
immediate task of winning consent or creating dissent, but has
instead to do with long-term vision. Without dreams we will never
be able toimagine the new world we want to build. From the 1930s
until the 1980s political conservatives in this country were lost:
out of power and cut of touch, Recalling those days, Karl Rove,
George W. Bush’s senior political adviser, says: “We were relegated
to the desert.* While many a pragmatic Republican moved to the
center, a critical core kept wandering in that desert, hallucinat-
ing a political world considered fantastic by postwar standards:
a preemptive military, radical tax cuts, eroding the line between
church and state, ending welfare, and privatizing Social Security,
Lock where their dreams are today.

As I'write these words, the right's phantasmagoria seems to be
crumbling. Forced into & courtroom in Dover, Pennsylvania, the
proponents of "intelligent design” acted out the part of menda-
cious fools on a public stage + The story of stories that Christianity
should be equated with the Republican Party is being rewritten
as evangelicals in recent months have taken on “liberal” issues
like the environment, poverty, and AIDS.#® Revelations of manu-
factured evidence of weapons of mass destruction continue to
reveal the cynical machinations of fantasy construction, and the
bungling of the war in Iraq and the response to Hurricane Katrina
have eroded the myth of the competency of Bush’s CEO presi-
dency. When centrist politicians like ex-Marine-now-Democratic-
representative John Murtha publicly declare the war they once
supported “a flawed policy wrapped in an illusion,” it i3 tempting
to believe that progressives were right all along.# Truth will out
after all; stay the course and all will be fine. But this would be
a miscalculation. The terrain of politics has irrevocably shifted.
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False fantasies may have been revealed, but the dreams that ani-
e on.

malfjotghrzzilxlrzg are at a crossroads. To continue lstr.f;tight on, con-

fident of the inalienability of "Enlightenment ?nnc1p1es and err.l—

piricism,” is to cloak ourseives in the irrelevancies of the past..ch is
a safe journey, for even nightrnares, as long as they are familiar,
offer the solace of the known. But this journey leads nc.>where.
The rationality and reason that once freed us from fauthont‘y n{law
make us equivocating cowards, judiciously study.lng réahty in-
stead of changing it. The other way—to create reahty using -unfa—
miliar tools—is to take a leap into the unknown. This way 1s not
secure: the leap can lead to the exuberance of the French T.t?rror,
the mass ecstasy of Nazi rallies, the apocalyptic dreams c’)f jihad,
or even the monstrous banality of Andrew Lloyd Weber's latest
hit musical,

Theories {and theorists) of the politics of spectacie and fan-
tasy have steered people to some pretty uns.avory places. Gustav
LeBon’s observations on the irrational behavior of crowds was ap-
preciated and applied by Adolf Hitler and ]osepT..fl Gc?ebbe.ls, as we}l
as public relations pioneer Edward Bernays. Friedrich Nietzsche's

philosophy of will was appropriated by the Nazis. Georges Sorel's -

mobilizing “myth of the general strike” led him toward Fascism.
And Walter Lippmann came to reject popular democracy as un-

workable, characterizing the citizenty as a “bewildered herd” who, '.;:.
blinded by symbols and sterectypes, were best relegE}ted to being
merely “spectators of action"# [, however, do net think that rx.ec‘.
ognizing the power of a politics past reason means a sure s‘hde
toward Fascism (or a career as a creative director on Madison |
Avenue). To clear another path we need to separate what has hap- - |

pened from what could happen.

First we need to survey the terrain of today’s imagination. We
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need to take apart the current manifestations of dreams, study
contemporary spectacles, and understand how the modermn man-
ufacturers of consent channel these dynamics. Then we can begin
to imagine how popular desires might be expressed in other ways
and via different vehicles.
Progressives like to study and to know. We like to be right
(and then complain that others are not). But being right is not
enough—-we need to win. And to win we need to act. What follows
are observations and suggestions that might guide our actions.
I'm inviting readers, wherever they might fall on the progressive
political spectrum, from pragmatic liberals to utopian anarchists,
street activists to pissed-off voters, to join me in imagining a way
of moving our dreams into reality. In these pages I do not lay out
an ideological line to follow, nor will I prescribe policies to en-
act. Instead, this bock offers up an aiternative political aesthetic
for progressives to consider; a theory of dreampolitik they might
practice. Some of the political examples I use in the following
pages may seem particular, and perhaps a bit peculiar. They are
largely drawn from my activist experience on the far left, and the
particular—and perhaps a bit peculiar—political scene of lower
Manhattan. But there is no reason why this way of thinking and
doing cannot be adopted and adapted by progressives who live
in different places, come from different traditions, and have dif-
ferent personalities, Their practice of dreampolitik will look differ-
ent—it should. This endeavor involves taking risks. There is also
no guarantee that this strategy will work, no Enlightenment as-
surance that this is the one true way. To embrace dreams as part
of a winning strategy for progressive politics may be just a dream

. ltself, but really, at this point, what do we have to lose?
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by Guy-Ernest Debord

Chapter 1 "Separation Perfected"

But certainly for the present age, which prefers the sign to the thing signified, the copy to the
original, representation to reality, the appearance to the essence... illusion only is sacred, truth
profane. Nay, sacrednessis held to be enhanced in proportion as truth decreases and illusion
increases, so that the highest degree of illusion comesto be the highest degree of sacredness.

Feuerbach, Preface to the second edition of The Essence of Christianity

1

In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, al of life presentsitself asan
immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has moved away
into a representation.

2

The images detached from every aspect of life fuse in acommon stream in which the unity
of thislife can no longer be reestablished. Reality considered partially unfolds, in itsown
genera unity, as a pseudo-world apart, an object of mere contemplation. The specialization
of images of the world is completed in the world of the autonomous image, where the liar
has lied to himself. The spectacle in general, as the concrete inversion of life, isthe
autonomous movement of the non-living.

3

The spectacle presents itself ssimultaneously as all of society, as part of society, and as
instrument of unification. As apart of society it is specifically the sector which concentrates
all gazing and all consciousness. Due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it isthe
common ground of the deceived gaze and of false consciousness, and the unification it
achievesis nothing but an official language of generalized separation.

4

The spectacleis not a collection of images, but a social relation among people, mediated by
images.
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5

The spectacle cannot be understood as an abuse of the world of vision, as a product of the
techniques of mass dissemination of images. It is, rather, a Weltanschauung which has
become actual, materially translated. It isaworld vision which has become objectified.

6

The spectacle grasped in its totality is both the result and the project of the existing mode of
production. It is not a supplement to the real world, an additional decoration. It is the heart
of the unrealism of the real society. In all its specific forms, asinformation or propaganda,
as advertisement or direct entertainment consumption, the spectacle is the present model of
socialy dominant life. It isthe omnipresent affirmation of the choice already madein
production and its corollary consumption. The spectacle's form and content are identically
the total justification of the existing system's conditions and goals. The spectacleis aso the
permanent presence of thisjustification, since it occupies the main part of the time lived
outside of modern production.

v

Separation isitself part of the unity of the world, of the global social praxis split up into
reality and image. The social practice which the autonomous spectacle confrontsis also the
real totality which contains the spectacle. But the split within this totality mutilatesit to the
point of making the spectacle appear asits goal. The language of the spectacle consists of
signs of the ruling production, which at the same time are the ultimate goal of this
production.

8

One cannot abstractly contrast the spectacle to actual social activity: such adivision isitself
divided. The spectacle which invertsthe real isin fact produced. Lived reality is materially
invaded by the contemplation of the spectacle while simultaneously absorbing the
spectacular order, giving it positive cohesiveness. Objective redlity is present on both sides.
Every notion fixed this way has no other basis than its passage into the opposite: redlity
rises up within the spectacle, and the spectacle isreal. Thisreciprocal alienation isthe
essence and the support of the existing society.

9

In aworld which really is topsy-turvy, the true is a moment of the false.

10

The concept of spectacle unifies and explains a great diversity of apparent phenomena. The
diversity and the contrasts are appearances of a socially organized appearance, the genera
truth of which must itself be recognized. Considered in its own terms, the spectacleis
affirmation of appearance and affirmation of all human life, namely social life, as mere
appearance. But the critique which reaches the truth of the spectacle exposesit asthe
visible negation of life, as a negation of life which has become visible.
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To describe the spectacle, its formation, its functions and the forces which tend to dissolve
it, one must artificialy distinguish certain inseparable elements. When analyzing the
spectacle one speaks, to some extent, the language of the spectacular itself in the sense that
one moves through the methodol ogical terrain of the very society which expressesitself in
the spectacle. But the spectacle is nothing other than the sense of the total practice of a
social-economic formation, its use of time. It isthe historical movement in which we are
caught.

12

The spectacle presents itself as something enormously positive, indisputable and
inaccessible. It says nothing more than "that which appearsis good, that which is good
appears. The attitude which it demands in principle is passive acceptance which in fact it
already obtained by its manner of appearing without reply, by its monopoly of appearance.

13

The basically tautological character of the spectacle flows from the ssimple fact that its
means are simultaneoudly its ends. It is the sun which never sets over the empire of modern
passivity. It covers the entire surface of the world and bathes endlessly inits own glory.

14

The society which rests on modern industry is not accidentally or superficially spectacular,
it isfundamentally spectaclist. In the spectacle, which is the image of the ruling economy,
the god is nothing, development everything. The spectacle aims at nothing other than itself.

15

As the indispensable decoration of the objects produced today, as the general exposé of the
rationality of the system, as the advanced economic sector which directly shapes a growing
multitude of image-objects, the spectacle is the main production of present-day society.

16

The spectacle subjugates living men to itself to the extent that the economy has totally
subjugated them. It is no more than the economy developing for itself. It isthe true
reflection of the production of things, and the fal se objectification of the producers.

17

The first phase of the domination of the economy over social life brought into the definition
of al human realization the obvious degradation of being into having. The present phase of
total occupation of social life by the accumulated results of the economy leadsto a
generalized sliding of having into appearing, from which all actual "having" must draw its
immediate prestige and its ultimate function. At the same time all individual reality has
become social redlity directly dependent on social power and shaped by it. It isallowed to
appear only to the extent that it is not.
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18

Where the real world changes into simple images, the simple images become real beings
and effective motivations of hypnotic behavior. The spectacle, as a tendency to make one
see the world by means of various specialized mediations (it can no longer be grasped
directly), naturally finds vision to be the privileged human sense which the sense of touch
was for other epochs; the most abstract, the most mystifiable sense corresponds to the
generalized abstraction of present-day society. But the spectacle is not identifiable with
mere gazing, even combined with hearing. It is that which escapes the activity of men, that
which escapes reconsideration and correction by their work. It is the opposite of dialogue.
Wherever there isindependent representation, the spectacle reconstitutes itself.

19

The spectacle inherits all the weaknesses of the Western philosophical project which
undertook to comprehend activity in terms of the categories of seeing; furthermore, itis
based on the incessant spread of the precise technical rationality which grew out of this
thought. The spectacle does not realize philosophy, it philosophizes reality. The concrete
life of everyone has been degraded into a speculative universe.

20

Philosophy, the power of separate thought and the thought of separate power, could never
by itself supersede theology. The spectacle is the material reconstruction of the religious
illusion. Spectacular technology has not dispelled the religious clouds where men had
placed their own powers detached from themselves; it has only tied them to an earthly base.
The most earthly life thus becomes opaque and unbreathable. It no longer projects into the
sky but shelters within itself its absolute denial, its fallacious paradise. The spectacle isthe
technical realization of the exile of human powers into a beyond; it is separation perfected
within the interior of man.

21

To the extent that necessity is socially dreamed, the dream becomes necessary. The
spectacle is the nightmare of imprisoned modern society which ultimately expresses
nothing more than its desire to sleep. The spectacle is the guardian of sleep.

22

The fact that the practical power of modern society detached itself and built an independent
empire in the spectacle can be explained only by the fact that this practical power continued
to lack cohesion and remained in contradiction with itself.

23

The oldest social specialization, the specialization of power, is at the root of the spectacle.
The spectacle is thus a specialized activity which speaksfor al the others. It isthe
diplomatic representation of hierarchic society to itself, where all other expression is
banned. Here the most modern is also the most archaic.

http://library.nothingness.org/articles/Sl/en/display/16 (4 of 7)1/28/08 5:50 PM



The Situationist International Text Library/The Society of the Spectacle

The spectacleis the existing order's uninterrupted discourse about itself, its laudatory
monologue. It isthe self-portrait of power in the epoch of its totalitarian management of the
conditions of existence. The fetishistic, purely objective appearance of spectacular relations
conceals the fact that they are relations among men and classes. a second nature with its
fatal laws seems to dominate our environment. But the spectacle is not the necessary
product of technical development seen as a natural development. The society of the
spectacle is on the contrary the form which chooses its own technical content. If the
spectacle, taken in the limited sense of "mass media’ which are its most glaring superficia
manifestation, seemsto invade society as mere equipment, this equipment isin no way
neutral but isthe very means suited to its total self-movement. If the social needs of the
epoch in which such techniques are developed can only be satisfied through their
mediation, if the administration of this society and all contact among men can no longer
take place except through the intermediary of this power of instantaneous communication,

it is because this"communication” is essentially unilateral. The concentration of
"communication” is thus an accumulation, in the hands of the existing system s
administration, of the means which allow it to carry on this particular administration. The
generalized cleavage of the spectacle is inseparable from the modern State, namely from the
general form of cleavage within society, the product of the division of social labor and the
organ of class domination.

25

Separation is the apha and omega of the spectacle. The institutionalization of the social
division of labor, the formation of classes, had given rise to afirst sacred contemplation, the
mythical order with which every power shroudsitself from the beginning. The sacred has
justified the cosmic and ontological order which corresponded to the interests of the
masters; it has explained and embellished that which society could not do. Thus al separate
power has been spectacular, but the adherence of all to an immobile image only signified
the common acceptance of an imaginary prolongation of the poverty of real social activity,
still largely felt as a unitary condition. The modern spectacle, on the contrary, expresses
what society can do, but in this expression the permitted is absolutely opposed to the
possible. The spectacle is the preservation of unconsciousness within the practical change
of the conditions of existence. It isits own product, and it has made itsown rules: itisa
pseudo-sacred entity. It showswhat it is: separate power developing in itself, in the growth
of productivity by means of the incessant refinement of the division of labor into a
parcellization of gestures which are then dominated by the independent movement of
machines; and working for an ever-expanding market. All community and all critical sense
are dissolved during this movement in which the forces that could grow by separating are
not yet reunited.

26

With the generalized separation of the worker and his products, every unitary view of
accomplished activity and al direct personal communication among producers are lost.
Accompanying the progress of accumulation of separate products and the concentration of
the productive process, unity and communication become the exclusive attribute of the
system’'s management. The success of the economic system of separation is the
proletarianization of the world.
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Due to the success of separate production as production of the separate, the fundamental
experience which in primitive societies is attached to a central task isin the process of
being displaced, at the crest of the system's development. by non-work, by inactivity. But
thisinactivity isin no way liberated from productive activity: it depends on productive
activity and is an uneasy and admiring submission to the necessities and results of
production; it isitself a product of its rationality. There can be no freedom outside of
activity, and in the context of the spectacle al activity is negated. just asreal activity has
been captured in its entirety for the global construction of this result. Thus the present
"liberation from labor," the increase of leisure, isin no way aliberation within labor, nor a
liberation from the world shaped by this labor. None of the activity lost in labor can be
regained in the submission to its result.

28

The economic system founded on isolation isacircular production of isolation. The
technology is based on isolation, and the technical processisolatesin turn. From the
automobileto television, all the goods selected by the spectacular system are aso its
weapons for a constant reinforcement of the conditions of isolation of "lonely crowds." The
spectacle constantly rediscovers its own assumptions more concretely.

29

The spectacle originates in the loss of the unity of the world, and the gigantic expansion of
the modern spectacle expresses the totality of thisloss: the abstraction of all specific labor
and the general abstraction of the entirety of production are perfectly rendered in the
spectacle, whose mode of being concrete is precisely abstraction. In the spectacle, one part
of the world represents itself to the world and is superior to it. The spectacle is nothing
more than the common language of this separation. What binds the spectators together is no
more than an irreversible relation at the very center which maintains their isolation. The
spectacle reunites the separate, but reunites it as separate.

30

The alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated object (which is the result
of his own unconscious activity) is expressed in the following way: the more he
contemplates the less he lives; the more he accepts recognizing himself in the dominant
images of need, the less he understands his own existence and his own desires. The
externality of the spectacle in relation to the active man appearsin the fact that his own
gestures are no longer his but those of another who represents them to him. Thisiswhy the
spectator feels at home nowhere, because the spectacle is everywhere.

31

The worker does not produce himself; he produces an independent power. The success of
this production, its abundance, returns to the producer as an abundance of dispossession.
All the time and space of his world become foreign to him with the accumulation of his
alienated products. The spectacle is the map of this new world, a map which exactly covers
itsterritory. The very powers which escaped us show themselves to usin all their force.
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32

The spectacle within society corresponds to a concrete manufacture of alienation. Economic
expansion is mainly the expansion of this specific industrial production. What grows with
the economy in motion for itself can only be the very aienation which was at its origin.

33

Separated from his product, man himself produces all the details of hisworld with ever
increasing power, and thus finds himself ever more separated from his world. The more his
lifeisnow his product, the more lieis separated from hislife.

34

The spectacleis capital to such a degree of accumulation that it becomes an image.

| Chapter 2 >>
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brothers and sisters. I would like to thank you
e you are responsible forit. I
tentiary if it were not for the

for my presence here tonight becaus
would be in a maximum-security pent

f the people.
PO‘IN:o?ﬂd 1'1153 tcl: petition you to do the same for Bobby Seale, our

Chairman, for Ericka Huggins, for Ang'e%a Dav:is, for thedNe\‘:vOY;lrrl:
21 and the Soledad Brothers. For all political prisoners an p;s o
of war. On the 28th and 29th of Nov?mbf:r we w1‘11 have aD g)pwe
Revolutionary Constitutionalfc%nventioln c111r1 ;fz:il:;;gﬁ:toi}ter.aﬁ e
t convention if the people do . ,
;12;{1: i’?avtchzhr?lakers of world history and responsible for everything.
How can we have a convention if_
people’s convention is possible without t
recall, that was the case in 1777.

Power to the people,

he people being there. Asl

1 1 Party’s .
i ke to outline for you the Black Panth@.i :
T i how v d at our ideological position and

ary to institute a Ten-Point Program. ATG.’?I—POHK g
lutionary in itself, nor is it reformist. Itisasur-

i i e
wvival program. We, the people, are threatened with genocide because - -

program and explain how we arrive
why we feel it necess
Program is not revo

Ny c
racism and fascism are rampant in this country and throughout th

world. And the ruling circle in North America is responsible. We. ="

a tota) transformation. But until we can achieve that tot

mation . : e
we neeél a survival kit: the Ten-Point Program. It is necessary for

children to grow up healthy with functional and 'cxjeative migds.}';l'hei .
cannot do this if they do not get the correct nutrition. That is why w .

we have no people? Some believe a - -

3 1 . re,
we must exist. In order to exist, we must SUrvive; thercfore, -,
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have a breakfast program for children. We also have community health I
programs. We have a busing program. We call it “The Bus for Rela-
tives and Parents of Prisoners.” We realize that the fascist regime that
operates the prisons throughout America would like to do their treach-
cry in the dark. But if we get the relatives, parents, and friends to the
prisons they can expose the treachery of the fascists, This too is a sur-
vival program.

We must not regard our survival programs as an answer to the whole
problem of oppression. We don’t even claim it to be a revolutionary
program. Revolutions are made of sterner stuff. We do say that if the
people are not here revolution cannot be achieved, for the people and
only the people make revolutions.

‘The theme of our Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Con-
vention is “Survival Through Service to the People.” At our con-
vention we will present our total survival program. It is a program
that works very much like the first-aid kit that is used when a plane
falls and you find yourself in the middle of the sea on a rubber raft.
You need a few things to last until you can get to the shore, until
you can get to that oasis where you can be happy and healthy. If you
do not have the things necessary to get you to that shore, then you
will probably not exist. At this time the ruling circle threatens us to
the extent that we are afraid that we might not exist to see the next
day or see the revolution. The Black Panther Party will not accept
the total destruction of the people. As a matter of fact, we have drawn
a line of demarcation and we will no longer tolerate fascism, aggres-
sion, brutality, and murder of any kind. We will not sit around and
allow ourselves to be murdered. Each person has an obligation to pre-
serve himself. If he does not preserve himself then I accuse him of
suicide: reactionary suicide because reactionary conditions will have
caused his death. If we do nothing we are accepting the situation and

~ allowing ourselves to die. We will not accept that. If the alternatives

are very narrow we still will not sit around, we will not die the death

of the Jews in Germany. We would rather dic the death of the Jews
in Warsaw!

Where there is courage, where there is self-respect and dignity, there

- is a possibility that we can change the conditions and win. This is
. called revolutionary enthusiasm and it is the kind of struggle that is
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needed in order to guarantee a victory. 1f we must die, then W; will
die the death of a revolutionary suicide that says, IfTam puic ov:ﬁlé
if T am driven out, I refuse to be swept out \?V'lth a broom. wou d
much rather be driven out with a stick because if I am swept outB Wlt'f
the broom it will humiliate me and I will lose my self—-_respecta‘ uti
1 am driven out with the stick, then, at least, 1 can claim the 1§n1t)’/;
of 2 man and die the death of 2 man rather tban the death of a og'.1 1
Of course, our real desire is to live, but we will not be cowed, we wi
intimidated.
nO; 2?032?;11{6 to explain to you the mcth.o?i that the Blacthant}lllir
Party used to arrive at our ideological position, and mo;e: t k;m tt ];1 1,:
1 would like to give to you a framework or a process of thin hnig ia;t
might help us solve the problems and the contradlctwnls that ;}; o
today. Before we approach the pr(_)blem we must geta chear p_1’E ure
of what is really going on; a clear image dworc.ed fr.om the attitu .
and emotions that we usually project into a situation. 'We I;;usft te
as objective as possible without accepting dogma, lc‘ftlng t. e s‘t:;i 151
speak for themsclves. But we will not remain totally objectnfe, \g&}rom
become subjective in the application o.f thu'e knowledge receive o
the external world. We will use the scientific methoé to acqtg.re th 1§
knowledge, but we will openly acknowledge. our u1t1fnate su _]ec’a:rir
ity. Once we apply knowledge in Ofder to ‘fwzll a certain ;)lgt(':oine :; y
objectivity ends and our subjecti.VlT:y begins. We call 1’; is ]:1111 efg}ar .
ing theory with practice, and this is what the Black Panther Party
; 31.111 SEC;);:C‘;O understand a group of forces operating at the same tllll'ne:
science developed what is called the scien.tlﬁc_ rr.lethod. Oneof the c E;l;:
acteristics or properties of this method is disinterest. Not umn(tlcrihé
but disinterest: no special interest in the outcome. In other wor % e
scientist does not promote an outcome, he just co].}ects the facts. ev-
ertheless, in acquiring his facts he must begin With a basic Prfe:mesc.
Most basic premises stem from a set of assumptions be?ause X;S v rﬂ
difficult to test a first premise without -these assumptions. ter 2111 )
agreement is reached on certain assumptions, an mFelhger'Lt f:\lrgum:Ch
can follow, for then logic and consistency are all that is required to 1€ :

a valid conclusion.

Tonight I ask you to assume that an external world exists. An exter= .
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nal world that exists independently of us. The second assumption I
would like for you to make is that things are in a constant state of
change, transformation, or flux. With agreement on these two assump-
tions we can go on with our discussion.

The scientific method relies heavily on empiricism. But the prob-
lem with empiricism is that it tells you very little about the future; it
tells you only about the past, about information which you have already
discovered through observation and experience. It always refers to past
experience.

Long after the rules of empirical knowledge had been ascertained,

a man by the name of Karl Marx integrated these rules with a theory
developed by Immanuel Kant called rationale. Kant called his process
of reasoning pure reason because it did not depend on the external
world. Instead it only depended on consistency in manipulating sym-
bols in order to come up with a conclusion based upon reason. For
example, in this sentence “If the sky is above my head when I turn my
head upwards, I will see the sky” there is nothing wrong with the con-
clusion. As a matter of fact, it is accurate. But I haven't said anything
about the existence of the sky. I said “if.” With rationale we are not
dependent upon the external world. With empiricism we can tell very
little about the future. So what will we do? What Marx did. In order
to understand what was happening in the world Marx found it nec-
essary to integrate rationale with empiricism. He called his concept
dialectical materialism. If, like Marx, we integrate these two concepts
or these two ways of thinking, not only are we in touch with the world
outside us but we can also explain the constant state of transforma-
tion. Therefore, we can also make some predictions about the outcome
of certain social phenomena that is not only in constant change but
also in conflict. _

Marx, as a social scientist, criticized other social scientists for
attempting to explain phenomena, or one phenomenon, by taking it
out of its environment, isolating it, putting it into a category, and not
acknowledging the fact that once it was taken out of its environment
the phenomenon was transformed. For example, if in a discipline such
as sociology we study the activity of groups—how they hold together
and why they fall apart—without understanding everything clse related
to that group, we may arrive at a false conclusion about the natuse of
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the group. What Marx attempted to d(;h was 1;33 develop a way of think-
i 1 enomena realistically.
mgh:h:}:ewollll;gijlpiitlﬁl,]When forces collide they are transformed.
When atc?ms collide, in physics, they divide into electrons,hprozgrl;s;
and neutrons, if I remember correctly. thlt %mppcfled 11.:10 t eni W;:
Tt was transformed. In the social world a similar thmglgi_dappe n;cess
can apply the same principle. When two cultures co i e. 2hp ocess
or condition occurs which the sociologists call acc.ulturat}ton.h e mod-
ification of cultures as a result of their contact with ea((:1 10t er.hr1 e
called the collision of social forces or classes a con’crat1 {ct}on.thatm
physical world, when forces collide we sometimes call it just that
a collision. For example, when two ca;‘s trlllrleet t}zzgfoc;r;egyér;%n t
e same space at the same time, both are .
?if:ll;l:yozl;er thingls) happen. Had thos'e two cars been turne;l bac;l(c) ::
back and sped off in opposite directlons.they.would not be l o
tradiction; they would be contrary, covering different spaces a
ferent times. Sometimes when peoplet meet they argue nd
misunderstand each other because they think they are ha1V1nIg a rclz "
tradiction when they are only being contrary. For -exarx(aip e, : cae Caz
the wall is ten feet tall and you can say the Wa%l is red, han Wtuau
argue all day thinking we are having a contradlctlolil when a(;fers z
we are only being contrary. Wheg peop_le argue, when one oontrau
thesis and the other offers an anti-thesis, we say Fhere ;ls ac ntre-
diction and hope that if we argue 10:115 eélo?gh, f;:\sr;je% 0tn gch\:'; hg:‘) -
i ¢ can have some kind of syn .
(I)Iéa(;nliag:ilrzz E;rm of agreement or synthesis with those Who have
itici he Black Panther Party. :
Crlitl:}lj:i :hat the mistake is that some ?eople have taken the agpa;(—l
ent as the actual fact in spite of their clalms_ ot: scholarly ;e'slearc eaar o
following the discipline of dialectical materialism. The()iz ;1 tos arch
deeper, as the scientist is required to do, to get bey.onh t eha}pfelates
and come up with the more significant. Let me explain oui*? this jtes
to the Black Panther Party. The Black ?ant}}er ar;y R
Marxist-Leninist party because we follow the dialectical metho

. . . rx
we also integrate theory with practice. We are not mechanical Ma

ists and we are not historical materialists. Some people think tlhféy arz
Marxists when actually they are following the thoughts of Hegel. Som
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people think they are Marxist-Leninists but they refusc to be creative,
and are, therefore, tied to the past. They are tied to a rhetoric that docs
not apply to the present set of conditions. They are tied to a set of

thoughts that approaches dogma—what we call flunkyism.

Marx attempted to set up a framework which could be applied to

a number of conditions. And in applying this framework we cannot

be afraid of the outcome because things change and we must be will-
ing to acknowledge that change because we are objective. If we are
using the method of dialectical materialism we don’t expect to find any-
thing the same even one minute later because “one minute later” is his-
tory. If things are in a constant state of change, we cannot expect them
to be the same. Words used to describe old phenomena may be use-
less to describe the new. And if we use the old words to describe new
events we run the risk of confusing people and misleading them into
thinking that things are static.
In 1917 an event occurred in the Soviet Uhion that was called a rev-
olution. Two classes had a contradiction and the whole country was
transformed. In this country, 1970, the Black Panther Party issued a
document. Qur Minister of Information, Eldridge Cleaver, who now
1s in Algeria, wrote a pamphlet called “On the Ideology of the Black
Panther Party.” In that work Eldridge Cleaver stated that neither the
proletarians nor the industrial workers carry the potentialities for rev-
olution in this country at this time. He claimed that the left wing of
the proletarians, the lumpen proletarians, have that revolutionary
potential, and in fact, acting as the vanguard, they would carry the peo-
ple of the world to the final climax of the transformation of society.
It has been stated by some people, by some parties, by some organi-
zations, by the Progressive I abor Party, that revolution is impossible.
How can the lumpen proletarians carry out a successful socialist trans-
formation when they are only a minority? And in fact how can they
do it when history shows that only the proletarians have carried out
a successful social revolution? 1 agree that it is necessary for the peo-
ple who carry out a social revolution to represent the popular major-
ity’s interests. It is necessary for this group to represent the broad
masses of the people. We analyzed what happened in the Soviet Union
in 1917. T also agree that the lumpen proletarians are the minority in
this country. No disagreement, Have T contradicted myself? It only goes
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to show that what's apparent might not actually be a fact..Whajc appears
to be a contradiction may be only a paradox. Let’s examine this appar-
ent contradiction. . '

The Soviet Union, in 1917, was basically an agricultural society with
a very large peasantry. A set of social conditions existing ther? at that
time was responsible for the development of a small industrial bas.e.
The people who worked in this industrial base were called prolf:tarl-
ans. Lenin, using Marx’s theory, saw the trends. He was not a histor-
ical materialist, but a dialectical materialist, and therefore. very
interested in the ever-changing status of things. He saw that.t while the
proletarians were a minority in 1917, they had the potential to carry
out a revolution because their class was increasing and the peasantry
was declining. That was one of the conditions. The proletarians were
destined to be a popular force. They also haq access to the properties
necessary for carrying out a socialist revolution.

In this country the Black Panther Party, taking careful note of the
dialectical method, taking careful note of the social trends and the
ever-changing nature of things, sees that while the lut.np.en proletar-
jans are the minority and the proletarians are the. majority, technol-
ogy is developing at such a rapid rate that automation will progess to
cybernation, and cybernation probably to technocracy. AS I came into
town I saw MIT over the way. If the ruling circle remains in power it
seems to me that capitalists will continue to develop their technolog-
ical machinery because they are not interested in the people. There-
fore, I expect from them the logic that they have always followed: to

make as much money as possible, and pay the people as little as pos- -

sible—until the people demand more, and finally demand their heads.
If revolution does not occur almost immediately, and 1 say almost

immediately because technology is making leaps (it made aleap all the -

way to the moon), and if the ruling circle remains il’.l power the pro-
letarian working class will definitely be on the decline because they
will be unemployables and therefore swell the ra:n?s .of the lumpens,
who are the present unemployables. Every worker is in jeopardy beciause
of the ruling circle, which is why we say that the lumpen prolctarians

have the potential for revolution, will probably catry out the revolu-:
tion, and in the near future will be the popular majority. Of course, I.-
would not like to see more of my people unemployed or become unem-
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ployables, but being objective, because we're dialectical materialists, we
must acknowledge the facts.

Marx outlined a rough process of the development of society. He
said that society goes from a slave class to a feudalistic class structure
to a capitalistic class structure to a socialistic class structure and finally
to communism. Or in other words, from capitalist state to socialist state
to nonstate: communism. [ think we can all agree that the slave class
in the world has virtually been transformed into the wage slave. In other
words, the slave class in the world no longer exists as a significant force,
and if we agree to that we can agree that classes can be transformed
literally out of existence. If this is so, if the slave class can disappear
and become something else—or not disappear but just be trans-
formed—and take on other characteristics, then it is also truc that the
proletarians or the industrial working class can possibly be transformed
out of existence. Of course the people themselves would not disap-
pear; they would only take on other attributes. The attribute that I am
interested in is the fact that soon the ruling circle will not need the
workers, and if the ruling circle is in control of the means of produc-
tion the working class will become unemployables or lumpens. That
is logical; that is dialectical. I think it would be wrong to say that only
the slave class could disappear.

Marx was a very intelligent man. He was not a dogmatist. Once he

“said, “One thing I'm not, I'm not 2 Marxist.” In those words, he was

trying to tell the Progressive Labor Party and others not to accept the
past as the present or the future, but to understand it and be able to
predict what might happen in the future and therefore act in an intel-
ligent way to bring about the revolution that we all want.

After taking those things into consideration we see that as time
changes and the world is transformed we need some new definitions,
for if we keep using the old terms people might think the old situa-
tion still exists. I would be amazed if the same conditions that existed
in 1917 were still existing today.

You know Marx and Lenin were pretty lazy dudes when it came
to working for somebody. They looked at toil, working for your neces-
sities, as something of a curse. And Lenin's whole theory, after he put
Marx’s analysis into practice, was geared to get rid of the proletari-
ans. In other words, when the proletarian class or the working class
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seized the means of production, they would plan their society in such
a way as to be free from toil. As a matter of fact, Lenin saw a time in
which man could stand in one place, push buttons and move moun-
tains. It sounds to me as though he saw a proletarian working class
transformed and in possession of a free block of time, to indulge in
productive creativity, to think about developing their universe, so that
they could have the happiness, the freedom, and the pleasure that all
men seek and value.

Today’s capitalist has developed machinery to such a point that he
can hire a group of specialized people called technocrats. In the near
future he will certainly do more of this, and the technocrat will be too
specialized to be identified as a proletarian. In fact that group of tech-
nocrats will be so vital we will have to do something to explain the
presence of other people; we will have to come up with another defi-
nition and reason for existing.

But we must not confine our discussion to theory; we must have
practical application of our theory to come up with anything worth-
while. In spite of the criticism that we have received from certain peo-
ple, the Party has a practical application of its theories. Many of our
activities provide the working class and the unemployed with a rea-

son and a means for existing in the future. The people will not dis-

appear—not with our survival programs they will not. They will still

be around. The Black Panther Party says it is perfectly correct to orga-

nize the proletarians because after they are kicked out of the factory
and are called unemployable or lumpen, they still want to live, and
in order to live they have to eat. It is in the proletarian’s own best
interest to seize the machinery that he has made in order to produce
in abundance, so he and his brethren can live. We will not wait until
the proletarian becomes the lumpen proletarian to educate him.

Today we must lift the consciousness of the people. The wind is ris- -
ing and the rivers flowing, times are getting hard and we can’t go .
home again. We can’t go back to our mother’s womb, nor canwe go - =

back to 1917.

The United States, or what I like to call North America, was trans--

formed at the hands of the ruling circle from a nation to an empire.

This caused a total change in the world, because no part of an inter-

related thing can change and leave everything else the same. So when
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the United States, or North America, became an empire it changed
the whole composition of the world. There were other nations in the
world. But “empire” means that the ruling circle who lives in the empire
(tl}e imperialists) control other nations. Now some time ago there
existed a phenomenon we called—well, T call—primitive empire. An
example of that would be the Roman Empire because the Romans con-
trolled all of what was thought to be the known world. In fact they
did not know all of the world, therefore some nations still existed inde-
pendent of it. Now, probably all of the world is known. The United
Stattes as an empire necessarily controls the whole world either directly
or indirectly.

H we understand dialectics we know that every determination brings
about a limitation and every limitation brings about a determination.
In other words, while one force may give rise to one thing it might
crush other things, including itsclf. We might call this concept “the
negation of the negation.” So, while in 1917 the ruling circle created
an industrial base and used the system of capitalism they were also cre-
ating the necessary conditions for socialism. They were doing this
b‘ecause in a socialist society it is necessary to have some centraliza-
tion of the wealth, some equal distribution of the wealth, and some
harmony among the people.

Now, [ will give you roughly some characteristics that any people
who call themselves a nation should have. These are economic inde-
pendence, cultural determination, control of the political institutions
territorial integrity, and safety, ’

In 1966 we called our Party a Black Nationalist Party. We called
ourselves Black Nationalists because we thought that nationhood was
the answer. Shortly after that we decided that what was really needed
was revolutionary nationalism, that is, nationalism plus socialism.
f-\ftcr analyzing conditions a little more, we found that it was imprac-
tical afnd even contradictory. Therefore, we went to a higher level of
consciousness. We saw that in order to be free we had to crush the
ruling circle and therefore we had to unite with the peoples of the
W.orld. So we called ourselves Internationalists. We sought solidarity
with the peoples of the world. We sought solidarity with what we
thought were the nations of the world. But then what happened? We
found that because everything is in a constant state of transforma-
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tion, because of the development of technology, because of the devel-
opment of the mass media, because of the fire power of the imperi-
alist, and because of the fact that the United States is no longer a
nation but an empire, nations could not exist, for they did not have
the criteria for nationhood. Their self-determination, economic deter-
mination, and cultural determination has been transformed by the
imperialists and the ruling circle. They were no longer nations. We
found that in order to be Internationalists we had to be also Nation-
alists, or at least acknowledge nationhood. Internationalism, if L under-
stand the word, means the interrelationship among a group of nations.
But since no nation exists, and since the United States is in fact an
empire, it is impossible for us to be Internationalists. Thesc trans-
formations and phenomena require us to call ourselves “intercom-
munalists” because nations have been transformed into communities of the
world. The Black Panther Party now disclaims internationalism and
supports intercommunalism.

Marx and Lenin felt, with the information they had, that when the
non-state finally came to be a reality, it would be caused or ushered
in by the people and by communism. A strange thing happened. The
ruling reactionary circle, through the consequence of being imperial-
ists, transformed the world into what we call “Reactionary Intercom-
munalism.” They laid siege upon all the communities of the world,
dominating the institutions to such an extent that the people were not
served by the institutions in their own land. The Black Panther Party
would like to reverse that trend and lead the people of the world into
the age of “Revolutionary Intercommunalism.” This would be the time
when the people seize the means of production and distribute the
wealth and the technology in an egalitarian way to the many com-
munities of the world. '

We see very little difference in what happens to 2 community here
in North America and what happens to a community in Vietnam. We
see very little difference in what happens, even culturally, to a Chinese
comuunity in San Francisco and a Chinese community in Hong Kong:
We sec very little difference in what happens to a Black community in
Harlem and 2 Black community in South Africa, a Black community
in Angola and one in Mozambique. We sce very fittle difference.

So, what has actually happened, is that the non-state has already been
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flccompﬁshed, but it is reactionary. A community by way of definition
is a comprehensive collection of institutions that serve the people who
live there. It differs from a nation because a community evolves around
a greater structure that we usually call the state, and the state has cer-
tain control over the community if the administration represents the
pe.ople or if the administration happens to be the people’s commissar.
I't is not so at this time, so there’s still something to be done. I men—:
tioned carlier the “negation of the negation,” I mentioned carlier the
necessity for the redistribution of wealth. We think that it is very impor-
tant to know that as things are in the world today socialism in the
Ur_nted States will never exist. Why? It will not exist because it cannot
exist. It cannot at this time exist anyplace in the world. Socialism would
require a socialist state, and if a state does not exist how could social-
ism exist? So how do we define certain progressive countries such as
tbe People’.s Republic of China? How do we describe certain progres-
sm,: countrle‘s, or communities as we call them, as the Democratic Peo-
ple’s Republic of Korea? How do we define certain communities such
as North Vietnam and the provisional government in the South? How
do we explain these communities if in fact they too cannot claim nation-
hood? We say this: we say they represent the people’s liberated terri-
tory. They represent a community liberated. But that community is not
sufficient, it is not satisfied, just as the National Liberation Front is not
satisfied with the liberated territory in the South. Tt is only the ground-
work and preparation for the liberation of the world—seizing the wealth
f%’om‘ the rl.lling circle, equal distribution and proportional representa-
tion in an intercommunal framework. This is what the Black Panther
Party would like to achieve with the help of the power of the people
because without the people nothing can be achieved. ,
I stated that in the United States socialism would never exist. In
order for a revolution to occur in the United States you would h.ave
to have a redistribution of wealth not on a national or an interna-
tional level, but on an intercommunal level. Because how can we say
Fhat we have accomplished revolution if we redistribute the wealth
just to the people here in North America when the ruling circle itself
is guilty of trespass de bonis asportatis. That is, they have taken away
the goods of the people of the world, transported them to America
and used them as their very own.
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In 1917, when the revolution occurred, th(?re cou.ld be a redl.s;nb—
ution of wealth on a national level because nations exxst.ed. Now, if you
talk in terms of planning an economy on a ‘%uarldnwide level, on an
intercommunal level, you are saying something important: tha.t thedpe?g
ple have been ripped off very much like one country being rlpnpf bo .
Simple reparation is not enough because the people have not only e;n
robbed of their raw materials, but of the wealth_ accrued from the
investment of those materials~—an investment Wl:uch has created the
technological machine. The people of the world will have.: to have con1
trol—not a limited share of control for “X” amount of time, but tota

forever. _
COIIIS(Z)lrder to plan a real intercommunal economy we will }}llave :o
acknowledge how the world is hooked up. We w1_11 alsSo ave (2
acknowledge that nations have not existed for some tlmle.d.(;;ne peo
ple will argue that nations still exist ‘E)ecause of the cultura i crerﬁc:j_.
By way of definition, just for practical argument, t:u_ltur(;:S isa coB e
tion of learned patterns of behavior. Here in the United tatcclis ac_
people, Africans, were raped from the moth'er country, ;n hconse
quently we have literally lost most of our African values. Perhaps we
still hold on to some surviving Africanisms, but b.y and large you can
see the transformation which was achieved by time and t-he highly
technological society whose tremendous mass media funf:tmt-ls asdan
indoctrination center. The ruling circle has launched satellites 1i1d or e;
to project a beam across the earth ai:ld indoctrinate th_e world, ane
while there might be some cultural d1fferences,‘these d1fference§ ;1111’
not qualitative but quantitative. In other words, if technologl)(; an " bz
ruling circle go on as they are now the pe‘ople of th‘e wor dw; ¢
conditioned to adopt Western values. (1 thm-k Japan is a good exam
ple.) The differences between people are getting very sn}a}l, but aghaflr_l
that is in the interest of the ruling circle. I do not believe that h1s
tory can be backtracked. If the world is rea]l)_r that interconnected ;Z en
we have to acknowledge that and say that in order for. the peop e to
be free, they will have to control the institutions of thejlr commun;lty;
and have some form of representation in the technological center t ];L-
they have produced. The United States, in order to correct its rlor1
bery of the world, will have to first return much of which it hae‘; sto. eki
T don’t see how we can talk about socialism when the problem is wor
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distribution. I think this is what Marx meant when he talked about
the non-state.

I was at Alex Haley’s house some time ago and he talked to me
about his search for his past. He found it in Africa but when he
returned there shortly afterward, he was in a state of panic. His vil-
lage hadn’t changed very much, but when he went there he saw an
old man walking down the road, holding something that he cherished
to his ear. It was a small transistor radio that was zeroed in on the
British broadcasting network. What I'm trying to say is that mass
media plus the development of transportation make it impossible for
us to think of ourselves in terms of separate entities, as nations. Do
you realize that it only took me approximately five hours to get from
San Francisco to here? It only takes ten hours to get from here to Viet-
nam. The ruling circle no longer even acknowledges wars; they call
them “police actions.” They call the riots of the Vietnamese people
“domestic disturbance.” What T am saying is that the ruling circle must
realize and accept the consequences of what they have done. They
know that there is only one world, but they are determined to follow
the logic of their exploitation.

A short time ago in Detroit, the community was under siege, and
now sixteen members of the Party are in prison. The local police laid
siege on that community and that house, and they used the same
weapons they use in Vietnam (as a matter of fact, two tanks rolled up).
The same thing happens in Vietnam because the “police” are there also.
"The “police” are everywhere and they all wear the same uniform and
use the same tools, and have the same purpose: the protection of the
ruling circle here in North America. Tt is true that the world is one
community, but we are not satisficd with the concentration of jts power.
We want the power for the people.

I said earlier (but I strayed away) that the theory of the “negation
of the negation” is valid. Some scholars have been wondering why
in Asja, Africa, and Latin America the resistance always seeks the
goal of a collective society. They seem not to institute the economy
of the capitalist. They scem to jump all the way from feudalism to a
collective society, and some people can’t understand why. Why won’t
they follow historical Marxism, or historical materialism? Why won’t
they go from feudalism to the development of a capitalistic base and
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finally to socialism? They don’t do it because they can’t do it. They
don’t do it for the same reason that the Black community in Harlem
cannot develop capitalism, that the Black community in Oakland or
San Francisco cannot develop capitalism, because the imperialists
have already preempted the field. They have already centralized the
wealth. Therefore, in order to deal with them all we can do is liber-
ate our community and then move on them as a collective force.
We've had long arguments with people about our convictions.
Before we became conscious we used to call ourselves a dispersed col-
lection of colonies here in North America. And people argued with
me all day and all night, asking, “How can you possibly be a colony?
In order to be a colony you have to have a nation, and you're not a
nation, you're a community, You're a dispersed collection of commu-
nities.” Because the Black Panther Party is not embarrassed to change
or admit error, tonight I would like to accept the criticism and say
that those critics were absolutely right, We are a collection of com-
munities just as the Korean people, the Vietnamese people, and the
Chinese people are a collection of communities—a dispersed collec-
tion of communities because we have no superstructure of our own,
The superstructure we have is the superstructure of Wall Street, which
all of our labor produced. This is a distorted form of collectivity. Every-
thing’s been collected but it’s used exclusively in the interest of the
ruling circle. This is why the Black Panther Party denounces Black
capitalism and says that all we can do is liberate our community, not
only in Vietnam but here, not only in Cambodia and the People’s
Republics of China and Korea but the communities of the world. We
must unite as one community and then transform the world into a _
place where people will be happy, wars will end, the state itself will
no longer exist, and we will have communism. But we cannot do this
right away. When transformation takes place, when structural
change takes place, the result is usually cultural lag. After the people
possess the means of production we will probably not move directly
into communism but linger with Revolutionary Intercommunalism
until such time as we can wash away bourgeois thought, until such
time as we can wash away racism and reactionary thinking, until such
time as people are not attached to their nation as a peasant is attached
to the soil, until such time. as that people can gain their sanity and
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Influenced by Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaux { 1980), which advocates
an incessant subversion of power via ‘deterritorializing’ gestures, the French-
Caribbean author Edouard Glissant poetically argues for the active appropriation of
colonial culture by the colonized, particularly on the level of language. In contrast to
the culturally unifying concept of négritude, Glissant's Poetics of Relation (1990)
advocates a unity understood as diverse and fluctuating.

Errantry, Exile
Roots make the commonality of errantry and exile, for in both instances roots
are lacking. We must begin with that.

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari criticized notions of the root and even,
perhaps, notions of being rooted. The root is unique, a stock taking all upon itself
and killing all around it. In opposition to this they propose the rhizome, an
enmeshed root system, a network spreading either in the ground or in the air,
with no predatory rootstock taking over permanently, The notion of the rhizome
maintains, therefore, the idea of rootedness but challenges that of a totatitarian
root. Rhizomatic thought is the principle behind what I call the Poetics of
Relation, in which each and every identity is extended through a relationship
with the Other.

These authors extol nomadism, which supposedly liberates Being, in
contrast, perhaps, to a settled way of life, with its law based upon the intolerant
root. Already Kant, at the beginning of Critique of Pure Reason, had seen
similarities between skeptics and nomads, remarking also that, from time to
time, ‘they break the social bond’. He seems thus to establish correlations
between, on the one hand, a settled way of life, truth and society and, on the
other, nomadism, skepticism and anarchy. This parallel with Kant suggests that
the rhizome concept appears interesting for its anti-conformism, but one cannot
infer from this that it is subversive or that rhizomatic thought has the capacity
to overturn the order of the world - because, by so doing, one reverts to
ideological claims presumably challenged by this thought.

But is the nomad not overdetermined by the conditions of his existence?
Rather than the enjoyment of freedom, is nemadism not a form of obedience to
contingencies that are restrictive? Take, for example, circular nomadism: each
time a portion of the territory is exhausted, the group moves around. Its function
15 to ensure the survival of the group by means of this circularity. This is the
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nomadism practised by populations that move from one part of the forest to
another, by the Arawak communities who navigated from island to island in the
Caribbean, by hired labourers in their pilgrimage from farm to farm, by circus
people in their peregrinations from village to village, all of whom are driven by
some specific need to move, in which daring or aggression play no part. Circular
nomadism is a not-intolerant form of an impossible settlement.

Contrast this with invading nomadism, that of the Huns, for example, or the
Congquistadors, whose goal was to conquer lands by exterminating their
occupants. Neither prudent nor circular nomadism, it spares no effect. It is an
absolute forward projection: an arrowlike nomadism. But the descendants of the
Huns, Vandals or Visigoths, as indeed those of the Conquistadors, who
established their clans, settled down bit by bit, melting into their conquests.
Arrowlike nomadism is a devastating desire for settlement.

Neither in arrowlike nomadism nor in circular nomadism are roots valid.
Before it is won through conquest, what ‘heids’ the invader is what lies ahead;
moreover, one could almost say that being compelled to lead a settled way of life
would constitute the real uprooting of a circular nomad. There is, furthermore, no
pain of exile bearing down, nor is there the wanderlust of errantry growing
keener. Relation to the earth is too immediate or too plundering to be linked with
any preoccupation with identity - this claim to or consciousness of a lineage
inscribed in a territory, [dentity will be achieved when communities attempt to
legitimate their right to possession of a territory through myth or the revealed
word. Such an assertion can predate its actual accomplishment by quite some
time. Thus, an often and long contested legitimacy will have multiple forms that
later will delineate the afflicted or soothing dimensions of exile or errantry.

In Western antiquity a man in exile does not feel he is helpless or inferior,
because he does not feel burdened with deprivation - of a nation that for him
does not yet exist, It even seems, if one is to believe the biographies of numerous
Greek thinkers including Plato and Aristotle, that some experience of voyaging
and exile is considered necessary for a being's complete fulfilment, Plato was the
first to attempt to base legitimacy not on community within territory (as it was
before and would be later) but on the City in the rationality of its laws. This at a
time when his city, Athens, was already threatened by a ‘final' deregulation.

In this period identification is with a culture (conceived of as civilization),
not yet with a nation. The pre-Christian West along with pre-Columbian
America, Africa of the time of the great conquerors, and the Asian kingdoms all
shared this mode of seeing and feeling. The relay of actiens exerted by arrowlike
nomadism and the settled way of life were first directed against generalization
(the drive for an identifying universal as practised by the Roman Empire}. Thus,
the particular resists a generalizing universal and soon begets specific and local
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senses of identity, in concentric circles (provinces then nations} The idea of
civilization, bit by bit, helps hold together opposites, whose only former identity
existed in their opposition to the Other.

During this period of invading nomads the passion for self-definition first
appears in the guise of personal adventure. Along the route of their voyages
conquerors established empires that collapsed at their death. Their capitals
went where they went. 'Rome is no loniger in Rome, it is wherever [ am.’ The root
is not important. Movement is. The idea of errantry, still inhibited in the face of
this mad reality, this too-functional nomadism, whose ends it could not know,
does not yet make an appearance. Centre and periphery are equivalent,
Conquerors are the moving, transient root of their people.

The West, therefore, is where this movement becomes fixed and nations
declare themselves in preparation for their repercussions in the world. This
fixing, this declaration, this expansion, all require that the idea of the root
gradually take on the intolerant sense that Deleuze and Guattari, no doubt,
meant to challenge. The reason for our return to this episode in Western history
is that it spread throughout the world. The model came in handy. Most of the
nations that gained freedom from colonization have tended to form around an
idea of power - the totalitarian drive of a single, unique root - rather than
around a fundamental relationship with the Other, Culture’s self-conception was
dualistic, pitting citizen against barbarian. Nothing has ever more solidly
opposed the thought of errantry than this period in human history when
Western nations were established and then made their impact on the world.

At first this thought of errantry, bucking the current of nationalist expansion,
was disguised ‘within’ very personalized adventures - just as the appearance of
Western nations had been preceded by the ventures of empire builders. The
errantry of a troubadour or that of Rimbaud is not yet a thorough, thick (opaque)
experience of the world, but it is already an arrant, passionate desire to go
against a root. The reality of exile during this period is felt as a (temporary) lack
that primarily concerns, interestingly enough, language. Western nations were
established on the basis of linguistic intransigence, and the exile readily admits
that he suffers most from the impossibility of communicating in his language.
The root is monolingual. For the troubadour and for Rimbaud errantry is a
vocation only told via detour. The call of Relation is heard, but it is not yet a fully
present experience.

However, and this is an immense paradox, the great founding books of
communities, the Old Testament, the Hliad, the Odyssey, the Chansons de Geste,
the [slandic Sagas, the Aeneid or the African epics, were all books about exile and
often about errantry. This epic literature is amazingly prophetic. It tells of the
community but, through relating the community's apparent failure or in any
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case its being surpassed, it tells of errantry as a temptation {the desire to go
against the root) and, frequently, actually experienced. Within the collective
books concerning the sacred and the notion of history lies the germ of the exact
opposite of what they so loudly proclaim. When the very idea of territory
becomes relative, nuances appear in the legitimacy of territorial possession.
These are books about the birth of collective consciousness, but they also
introduce the unrest and suspense that allow the individual to discover himself
there, whenever he himself becomes the issue. The Greek victory in the fliad
depends on trickery; Ulysses returns from his Odyssey and is recognized only by
his dog; the Old Testament David bears the stain of adultery and murder; the
Chanson de Roland is the chronicle of a defeat; the characters in the Sagas are
branded by an unstemmabile fate, and so forth. These books are the beginning of
something entirely different from massive, dogmatic and totalitarian certainty
(despite the religious uses to which they will be put). These are books of
errantry, going beyond the pursuits and triumphs of rootedness required by the
evolution of history.

Some of these books are devoted entirely to the supreme errantry, as in the
Egyptian Book of the Dead. The very book whose function is to consecrate an
intransigent community is already a compromise, qualifying its triumph with
revelatory wanderings.

In both Lintention poétique (Poetic Intention) and Le Discours antillais
(Caribbean Discourse) - of which the present work is a reconstituted echo or a
spiral retelling - | approached this dimension of epic literature. I began
wondering if we did not still need such founding works today, ones that would
use a similar dialectics of rerouting, asserting, for example, political strength
but, simultaneously, the rhizome of a multiple relationship with the Other and
basing every community’s reasons for existence on a modern form of the sacred,
which would be, alt in all, a Poetics of Relation.

This movement, therefore (one among others, equally important, in other
parts of the world), has led from a primordial nomadism to the settled way of
life of Western nations, then to Discovery and Conguest, which achieved a final,
almost mystical perfection in the Voyage.

In the course of this journey, identity, at least as far as the Western peoples
who made up the great majority of voyagers, discoverers and conquerors were
concerned, consolidates itself implicitly at first (‘my root is the strongest") and
then is explicitly exported as a value (‘a person’s worth is determined by his
root’). The canquered or visited peoples are thus forced into a long and painful
quest after an identity whose first task will be opposition to the denaturing
process introduced by the conqueror. A tragic variation of a search for identity.
For more than two centuries whole populations have had to assert their identity
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in opposition to the processes of identification or annihilation triggered by these
invaders. Whereas the Western nation is first of all an ‘opposite,’ for colonized
peoples identity will be primarily ‘opposed to' - that is, a limitation from the
beginning. Decolonization will have done its real work when it goes beyond this
limit.

The duality of self-perception (one is citizen or foreigner) has repercussions
on one’s idea of the Other (one is visitor or visited; one goes or stays; one
conquers or is conquered). Thought of the Other cannot escape its own dualism
until the time when differences become acknowledged. From that point on
thought of the Other ‘comprehends’ multiplicity, but mechanically and still
taking the subtle hierarchies of a generalizing universal as its basis.
Acknowledging differences does not compel one to be involved in the dialectics
of their totality. One could get away with: 'l can acknowledge your difference
and continue to think it is harmful to you. [ can think that my strength lies in the
Voyage (1 am making History) and that your difference is motionless and silent’
Another step remains to be taken before one really enters the dialectic of totality.
And, contrary to the mechanics of the Voyage, this dialectic turns out to be
driven by the thought of errantry.

Let us suppose that the quest for totality, starting from a non-universal
context of histories of the West, has passed through the following stages:

- the thinking of territory and self (ontological, dual)

- the thinking of voyage and other {mechanical, multiple)

— the thinking of errantry and totality (relational, dialectical).

We will agree that this thinking of errantry, this errant thought, silently
emerges from the destructuring of compact national entities that yesterday
were still triumphant and, at the same time, from difficult, uncertain births of
new forms of identity that call to us.

In this context uprooting can work towards identity, and exile can be seen as
beneficial, when these are experienced as a search for the Other {through
circular nomadism) rather than as an expansion of territory (an arrowlike
nomadism). Totality’s imaginary allows the detours that lead away from
anything totalitarian.

Errantry, therefore, does not proceed from renunciation nor from frustration
regarding a supposedly detericrated (deterritorialized) situation of origin; it is
not a resclute act of rejection or an uncontrolled impulse of abandonment.
Sometimes, by taking up the problems of the Other, it is possible to find oneself.
Contemporary history provides several striking examples of this, among them
Frantz Fanon, whose path led from Martinique to Algeria. That is very much the
image of the rhizome, prompting the knowledge that identity is no longer
completely within the root but also in Relation. Because the thought of errantry
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is also the thought of what is relative, the thing relayed as well as the thing
related. The thought of errantry is a poetics, which always infers that at some
moment it is told, The tale of errantry is the tale of Relation.

In contrast to arrowlike nomadism {discovery or conquest), in contrast to the
situation of exile, errantry gives-on-and-with the negation of every pole and
every metropolis, whether connected or not to a conqueror’s voyaging act. We
have repeatedly mentioned that the first thing exported by the conqueror was
his language. Moreover, the great Western languages were supposedly vehicular
languages, which often took the place of an actual metropolis. Relation, in
contrast, is spoken multilingually. Going beyond the impositions of economic
forces and cultural pressures, Relation rightfully opposes the totalitarianism of
any monolingual intent,

At this point we seem to be far removed from the sufferings and
preoccupations of those who must bear the world’s injustice, Their errantry is,
in effect, immobile. They have never experienced the melancholy and
extroverted luxury of uprooting. They do not travel. But one of the constants of
our world is that a knowledge of roots will be conveyed to them from within
intuitions of Relation from now on. Travelling is no longer the locus of power but
rather a pleasurable, if privileged time. The ontological obsession with
knowledge gives way here to the enjoyment of a relation; in its elementary and
often caricatural form this is tourism. Those who stay behind thrill to this
passion for the world shared by all. Or indeed they may suffer the torments of
internal exile,

I would not describe the physical situation of those who suffer the
oppression of an Other within their own country, such as the blacks in South
Africa, as internal exile. Because the solution here is visible and the outcome
determined; force alone can oppose this. Internal exile strikes individuals living
where solutions concerning the relationship of a community to its surroundings
are not, or at least not yet, consented to by this community as a whole. These
solutions, precariously outlined as decisions, are still the prerogative of only a
few who as a result are marginalized. Internal exile is the voyage out of this
enclosure, 1t is a motionless and exacerbated introduction to the thought of
errantry, Most often it is diverted into partial, pleasurable compensations in
which the individual is consumed. Internal exile tends toward material comfort,
which cannot really distract from anguish,

Whereas exile may erode one’s sense of identity, the thought of errantry -
the thought of that which relates - usually reinforces this sense of identity. It
seems possible, at least to one observer, that the persecuted errantry, the
wandering of the Jews, may have reinforced their sense of identity far more than
their present settling in the land of Palestine. Being exiled Jews turned into a
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vocation of errantry, their point of reference an ideat land whose power may, in
fact, have been undermined by concrete land (a territory), chosen and conquered.
This, however, is mere conjecture, Because, while one can communicate through
errantry’s imaginary vision, the experiences of exiles are incommunicable.

The thought of errantry is not apolitical nor is it inconsistent with the will to
identity, which is, after all, nothing other than the search for a freedom within
particular surroundings. If it is at variance with territorial intolerance, or the
predatory effects of the unique root (which makes processes of identification so
difficult today), this is because, in the Poetics of Relation, one who is errant (who
is no longer traveller, discoverer or conqueror) strives to know the totality of the
world yet already knows he will never accomplish this - and knows that is
precisely where the threatened beauty of the world resides.

Errant, he challenges and discards the universal - this generalizing edict that
summarized the world as something obvious and transparent, claiming for it one
presupposed sense and one destiny. He plunges into the opacities of that part of
the world to which he has access, Generalization is totalitarian: from the world
it chooses one side of the reports, one set of ideas, which it sets apart from others
and tries to impose by exporting as a model. The thinking of errantry conceives
of totality but willingly renounces any claims to sum it up or to possess it.

The founding books have taught us that the sacred dimension consists
always of going deeper into the mystery of the root, shaded with variations of
errantry. In reality errant thinking is the postulation of an unyielding and
unfading sacred. We remember that Plato, who understood the power of Myth,
had hoped to banish the poets, those who force obscurity, far from the Republic.
He distrusted the fathomless word. Are we not returning here, in the
unforeseeable meanders of Relation, to this abyssal word? Nowhere is it stated
that now, in this thought of errantry, humanity will not succeed in transmuting
Myth's opacities {(which were formerly the occasion for setting roots) and the
diffracted insights of political philosophy, thereby reconciling Homer and Plato,
Hegel and the African griot.

But we need to figure out whether or not there are other succulencies of
Relation in other parts of the world (and already at work in an underground
manner) that will suddenly open up other avenues and soon help to correct
whatever simplifying, ethnocentric exclusions may have arisen from such a
perspective, |...]

Dictate, Decree

[...] Summarizing what we know concerning the varieties of identity, we arrive
at the following:
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Root identity

- 15 founded in the distant past in a vision, a myth of the creation of the world;
- is sanctified by the hidden violence of a filiation that strictly follows from this
founding episode;

- is ratified by a claim to legitimacy that allows a community to proclaim its
entitlement to the possession of a land, which thus becomes a territory:

- is preserved by being projected onto other territories, making their

conquest legitimate - and through the project of a discursive knowledge. Root
identity therefore rooted the thought of self and of territory and set in motion
the thought of the other and of voyage.

Relation identity

- is linked not to a creation of the world but to the conscious and contradictory
experience of contacts among cultures;

~ 15 produced in the chaotic network of Relation and not in the hidden violence
of filiation;

- does not devise any legitimacy as its guarantee of entitlement, but circulates,
newly extended;

- does not think of a land as a territory from which to project toward other
territories but as a place where one gives-on-and-with rather than grasps.

Relation identity exults the thought of errantry and of totality. The shock of
relating, hence, has repercussions on several levels. When secular cultures come
into contact through their intolerances, the ensuing violence triggers mutual
exclusions that are of a sacred nature and for which any future reconciliation is
hard to foresee. When a culture that is expressly composite, such as the culture
of Martinique, is touched by another (French) that ‘entered into’ its composition
and continues to determine it, not radically but through the erosion of
assimilation, the violence of reaction is intermittent and unsure of itself. For the
Martinican it has no solid rootstock in any sacred territory or filiation. This,
indeed, is a case in which specificity is a strict requirement and must be defined
as closely as possible. For this compasite culture is fragile in the extreme,
wearing down through contact with a masked colonization. [...]

£douard Glissant, Poétigue de la Relation (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1990); trans. Betsy Wing, Poetics
of Relation |footnotes not included] {(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997) 11-21; 143-4.
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CHAPTER

1

The Dilemma of Obedience

Obedience is as basic an element in the structure of social life
as one can point to. Some system of authority is a requirement of
all communal living, and it is only the man dwelling in isolation
who is not forced to respond, through defiance or submission, to
the commands of others. Obedience, as a determinant of behav-
ior, is of particular relevance to our time. It has been reliably
established that from 1933 to 1945 millions of innocent people
were systematically slaughtered on command. Gas chambers
were built, death camps were guarded, daily quotas of corpses
were produced with the same efficiency as the manufacture of
appliances. These inhumane policies may have originated in the
mind of a single person, but they could only have been carried
out on a massive scale if a very large number of people obeyed
orders. '

Obedience is the psychological mechanism that links indi-
vidual action to political purpose. It is the dispositional cement
that binds men to systems of authority. Facts of recent history
and observation in daily life suggest that for many people obedi-
ence may be a deeply ingrained behavior tendency, indeed, a
prepotent impulse overriding training in ethics, sympathy, and
moral conduct. C. P, Snow (1961) points to its importance when
he writes:
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When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you will
find more hideous crimes have been committed in the name of obedi-
ence than have ever been committed in the name of rebellion. If yon
doubt that, read William Shirer’s ‘Rise and Fall of the Third Reich’
The German Officer Corps were brought up in the most rigorous code
of obedience . . . in the name of obedience they were party to, and
assisted in, the most wicked large scale actions in the history of the
world..{p. 24)

The Nazi extermination of European Jews is the most extreme
instance of abhorrent immoral acts carried out by thousands of
people in the name of obedience. Yet in lesser degree this type of
thing is ‘constantly recurring: ordinary citizens are ordered to
destroy other people, and they do so because they consider it
their duty to obey orders. Thus, obedience to authority, long
praised as a virtue, takes on a new aspect when it serves a
malevolent cause; far from appearing as a virtue, it is transformed
into a heinous sin. Or is it?

The moral question of whether one should obey when com-
mands conflict with conscience was argued by Plato, dramatized
in Antigone, and treated to philosophic analysis in every histori-

cal epoch. Conservative philosophers argue that the very fabric of

society is threatened by disobedience, and even when the aect
prescribed by an authority is an evil one, it is better to carry out
the act than to wrench at the structure of authority. Hobbes
stated further that an act so executed is in no sense the responsi-
bility of the person who carries it out but only of the authority

that orders it. But humanists argue for the primacy of individual -
conscience in such matters, insisting that the moral judgments of -

the individual must override authority when the two are in
conflict. ,

The legal and philosophic aspects of obedience are of enor-
mous import, but an empirically grounded scientist eventually
comes to the point where he wishes to move from abstract

discourse to the careful observation of concrete instances. In

order to take a close look at the act of obeying, I set up a simple
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experiment at Yale University. Eventually, the experiment was to
involve more than a thousand participants and would be repeated
at several universities, but at the beginnirig, the conception was
simple. A person comes to a psychological laboratory and is told -
to carry out a series of acts that come increasingly into conflict
with conscience. The main question is how far the participant
will comply with the experimenter’s instructions before refusing
to carry out the actions required of him.

But the reader needs to know a little more detail about the
experiment. Two people come to a psychology laboratory to take
part in a study of memory and learning. One of them is desig-
nated as a “teacher” and the other a “learner.” The experimenter
explains that the study is concerned with the effects of punish-
ment on learning. The learner is conducted into a room, seated in
a chair, his arms strapped to prevent excessive movement, and an
electrode attached to his wrist. He is told that he is to learn a list
of word pairs; whenever he makes an error, he will receive elec-
tric shocks of increasing intensity. '

The real focus of the experiment is the teacher. After watch-
ing the learner being strapped into place, he is taken into the
main experimental room and seated before an impressive shock
generator. Its main feature is a horizontal line of thirty switches,
ranging from 15 volts to 450 volts, in" 15-volt increments. There
are also verbal designations which range from suicut smocxk to
DANGER—SEVERE SHOCK. The teacher is told that he is to adminis-
ter the learning test to the man in the other room. When the
learner responds correctly, the teacher moves on to the next item;
when the other man gives an incorrect answer, the teacher is to
give him an electric shock. He is to start at the lowest shock level
(15 volts) and to increase the level each time the man makes an
error, going through 30 volts, 45 volts, and so on.

The “teacher” is a genuinely naive subject who has come to
the laboratory to participate in an experiment. The learner, or
victim, is an actor who actually receives no shock at all. The point
of the experiment is to see how far a person will proceed in a
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concrete and measurable situation in which he is ordered to
inflict increasing pain on a protesting victim. At what point will
the subject refuse to obey the experimenter? ,

Conflict arises when the man receiving the shock begins to’
indicate that he is experiencing discomfort. At 75 volts, the
“learner” grunts. At 120 volts he complains verbally; at 150 he
demands to be released from the experiment. His protests con-
tinue as the shocks escalate, growing increasingly vehement and

emotional. At 285 volts his response can only be described as an

agonized scream.
Observers of the experiment agree that its gripping quality is

somewhat obscured in print. For the subject, the situation isnota

game; conflict is intense and obvious. On one hand, the manifest
suffering of the learner presses him to quit. On the other, the
experimenter, a legitimate authority to whom the subject feels
some commitment, enjoins him to continue. Each time the subject
hesitates to administer shock, the experimenter orders him to
continue. To extricate himself from the situation, the subject
must make a clear break with authority. The aim of this investi-
gation was to find when and how people would defy authority in
the face of a clear moral imperative. . -

There are, of course, enormous differences between carrying

out the orders of a commanding officer during times of war and

carrying out the orders of an experimenter. Yet the essence of
certain relationships remain, for one may ask in a general way:
How does a man behave when he is told by a legitimate authority
to act against a third individual? If anything, we may expect the
experimenter’s power to be considerably less than that of the
general, since he has no power to enforce his imperatives, and
participation in a psychological experiment scarcely evokes the
sense of urgency and dedication engendered by participation in
war. Despite these limitations, I thought it worthwhile to start
careful observation of obedience even in this modest situation, in
the hope that it would stimulate insights and yield general propo-
sitions applicable to a variety of circumstances, :
A reader’s initial reaction to the experiment may be to wonder
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why anyone in his right mind would administer even the first
shocks. Would he not simply refuse and walk out of the labora-
tory? But the fact is that no one ever does. Since the subject has
come to the laboratory to aid the experimenter, he is quite willing
to start off with the procedure. There is nothing very extraordi-
naxy in this, particularly since the person who is to receive the
shocks seems initially cooperative, if somewhat apprehensive.
What is surprising is how far ordinary individuals will go in
complying with the experimenter’s instructions. Indeed, the re-
sults of the experiment are both surprising and dismaying. De-
spite the fact that many subjects experience stress, despite the
fact that many protest to the experimenter, a substantial propor-
tion continue to the last shock on the generator.

Many subjects will obey the experimenter no matter how
vehement the pleading of the person being shocked, no matter -
how painful the shocks seem to be, and no matter how much the
victim pleads to be let out. This was seen time and again in our
studies and has been observed in several universities where the
experiment was repeated. It is the extreme willingness of adults
to go to almost any lengths on the command of an authority that
constitutes the chief finding of the study and the fact most
urgently demanding explanation.

A commonly offered explanation is that those who shocked the
victim at the most severe level were monsters, the sadistic fringe
of society. But if one considers that almost two-thirds of the
participants fall into the category of “obedient” subjects, and that
they represented ordinary people drawn from working, mana--
gerial, and professional classes, the argament becomes very
shaky. Indeed, it is highly reminiscent of the issue that arose in
connection with Hannah Arendt’s 1963 book, Eichmann in Jeru-
salem. Arendt contended that the prosecution’s effort to depict-
Eichmann as a sadistic monster was fundamentally wrong, that
he came closer to being an uninspired bureaucrat who simply sat
at his desk and did his job. For asserting these views, Arendt
became the object of considerable scorn, even calumny. Some-
how, it was felt that the monstrous deeds carried out by Eich-
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mann required a brutal, twisted, and sadistic personality, evil
incarnate. After witnessing hundreds of ordinary people submit
to the authority in our own experiments, I must conclude that
Arendt’s conception of the banality of evil comes closer to the
truth than one might dare imagine. The ordinary person who
shocked the victim did so out of a sense of obligation—a concep-
tion of his duties as a subject—and not from any peculiarly
aggressive tendencies.

This is, perhaps, the most fundamental lesson of our study:
ordinary people, simply doing their jobs, and without any par-
ticular hostility on their part, can become agents in a terrible
destructive process. Moreover, even when the destructive effects
of their work become patently clear, and they are asked to carry
out actions incompatible with fundamental standards of morality,
relatively few people have the resources needed to resist author-
ity. A variety of inhibitions against disobeying authority come
into play and successfully keep the person in his place.

Sitting back in one’s armchair, it is easy to condemn the
actions of the obedient subjects. But those who condemn the

subjects measure them against the standard of their own ability -

to formulate high-minded moral prescriptions. That is hardly a
fair standard, Many of the subjects, at the level of stated opinion,
feel quite as strongly as any of us about the moral requirement of
refraining from action against a helpless victim. They, too, in

general terms know ‘what ought to be done and can state their

values when the occasion arises. This has little, if anything, to do
with their actual behavior under the pressure of circumstances.

If people are asked to render a moral judgment on what
constitutes appropriate behavior in this situation, they unfailingly
see disobedience as proper. But values are not the only forces at
work in an actual, ongoing situation. They are but one narrow
band of causes in the total spectrum of forces impinging on a
person, Many people were unable to realize their values in action

and found themselves continuing in the experiment even though -

they disagreed with what they were doing.

The force exerted by the moral sense of the individual is less
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effective than social myth would have us believe. Though. such
prescriptions as “Thou shalt not kill” occupy a pre-eminent place
in the moral order, they do not occupy a correspondingly intrac-
table position in human psychic structure. A few changes in
newspaper headlines, a call from the draft board, orders from a
man with epaulets, and men are led to kill with little difficulty.
Even the forces mustered in a psychology experiment will go- a
long way toward removing the individual from moral controls.
Moral factors can be shunted aside with relative ease by a calcu-
lated restructuring of the informational and social field.

What, then, keeps the person obeying the experimenter? First
there is a set of “binding factors” that lock the subiject 1'ntQT-’h£
situation. They include such factors as politeness on his part, his
desire to uphold his initial promise of aid to the experimel;ta'
:gl_(_i_the awkwardness of withdrawal, Second, a number of adinqL-,A
ments in the subject’s thinking occur that undermine his res,oive
t(_)w break with the authorily. The adjustments help tma
maintain his relationship with the experimenter, while at the

same time reducing the strain brought about by the experimental

conflict. They are typical of thinking that comes about in obedi-
ent persons when they are instructed by authority to act against
helpless individuals.

One such mechanism is the tendency of the individual to
become so absorbed in the narrow technical aspects of the task
that he loses sight of its broader consequences. The film Dr,
Strangelove brilliantly satirized the absorption of a bomber crew
in the exacting technical procedure of dropping nuclear weapons
on a country. Similarly, in -this experiment, subjects become
immersed in the procedures, reading the word pairs with ex-
quisite articulation and pressing the switches with great care.
They want to put on 2 competent performance, but they show an
accompanying narrowing of moral concern. The subject entrusts
the broader tasks of setting goals and assessing morality to the
experimental authority he is serving. ,

The most common adjustment of thought in the obedient
subject is for him to see himself as not responsible for his own
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actions. He divests himself of responsibility by attributing all
initiative to the experimenter, a legitimate authority. He sees
himself not as a person acting in a morally accountable way but
as the agent of external anthority. In the postexperimentai inter-
view, when subjects were asked why they had gone on, a typical-
reply was: “1 wouldn’t have done it by myself. I was just doing
what I was told.” Unable to defy the authority of the experi-
menter, they attribute all responsibility to him. It is the old story
of “just doing one’s duty” that was heard time and time again
in the defense statements of those accused at Nuremberg. But it
would be wrong to think of it as a thin alibi concocted for the
occasion. Rather, it is a fundamental mode of thinking for a great
many people once they are locked into a subordinate position in a
structure of authority. The disappearance of a sense of responsi-
-bility is the most far-reaching consequence of submission to
authority. B
‘Although a person aéting under authority performs actions
that seem to violate standards of conscience, it would not be true’
to say that he loses his moral sense. Instead, it acquires a radi-

cally different focus. He does not respond with a moral sentiment

to the actions he performs. Rather, his moral concern now shifts
to o consideration of how well he is living up to the expectations
that the authority has of him. In wartime, a soldier does not ask

whether it is good or bad to bomb a hamlet; he does not experi-

ence shame or guilt in the destruction of a village: rather he feels
pride or shame depending on how well he has performed the
mission assigned to him, .

Another psychological force at work in this situation may be
termed “counteranthropomorphism.” For decades psychologists
have discussed the primitive tendency among men to attribute to
inanimate objects and forces the qualities of the human species. A
countervailing tendency, however, is that of attributing an imper-

sonal quality to forces that are essentially human in origin and -

maintenance. Some people treat systems of human origin as if
they existed above and beyond any human agent, beyond the

control of whim or human feeling. The human element behind
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agencies and institutions is denied. Thus, when the experimenter
says, “The experiment requires that you continue,” the subject
feels this to be an imperative that goes beyond any merely human
command, He does not ask the seemingly obvious question;
“Whosg experiment? Why should the designer be served while;
the victim suffers?” The wishes of a man—the designer of the
experiment—have become part of a schema which exerts on the
subject’s mind a force that transcends the personal. “It’s_pot to 2o
on. It's got to go on,” repeated one subject. He failed to realize

That 2 man like himself wanted it to go on. For him the human
agent had faded from the picture, and “The Fxperiment” Fad
acquired an impersonal momentum of its own.

No action of itself has an unchangeable psychological quality.
.Its meaning can be altered by placing it in particular contexts: An
American newspaper recently quoted a pilot who conceded that
Americans were bombing Vietnamese men, women, and children
but felt that the bombing was for a “noble cause” and thus was
justified. Similarly, most subjects in the experimeht see their
behavior in a larger context that is benevolent and useful to

society--the pursuit of scientific truth. The psychological labo-
}'atoi'y has a_strong claim to legitimacy and evokes trust g
confidence inthase who come to perform there. An action such as

hocking a . victim, which in isolation appearé evil, acquires a
totally different meaning when placed in this setting. But allow-
ing an act to be_dominated by its context, while neglecting its
"human consequences, can be dangerous in the extreme.

At least one essential feature of the situation in Germany was
not studied here—namely, the intense devaluation of the victim
prior to action against him. For a decade and more, vehement
anti-Jewish propaganda systematically prepared the German
population to accept the destruction of the Jews. Step by step the
Jews were excluded from the category of citizen and national, and-
finally were denied the status of human beings. Systematif; de-
valuation of the victim provides a measure of psychological
justification for brutal treatroent of the victim and has been the
constant accompaniment of massacres, pogroms, and wars. In all
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likelihood, our subjects would have experienced greater ease in

shocking the victim had he been convincingly portrayed as a -

brutal criminal or a pervert. -

Of considerable interest, however, is the fact that many sub-
jects harshly devalue the victim as @ consequence of acting
against him. Such comments as, “He was so stupid and stubborn
he deserved to get shocked,” were common. Once having acted
against the victim, these subjects found it necessary to view him
as an unworthy individual, whose punishment was made inevi-
table by his own deficiencies of intellect and character.

Many of the people studied in the experiment were in some
sense against what they did to the learner, and many protested
even while they obeyed. But between thoughts, words, and the
critical step of disobeying a malevolent authority lies another

ingredient, the capacity for transforming beliefs and values into”

action. Some subjects were totally convinced of the wrongness of
what they were doing but could not bring themselves to make an
open break with authority. Some derived satisfaction from their
thoughts and felt that—within themselves, at least—they had
been on the side of the angels. What they failed to realize is that

s;gbj_@,gtiy_e_,fﬁelin.gs_am_lal;ggly irrelevant to the moral issue at

-

control is effected through action. The attitudes of the guards at a

“zoncentration camp are of no consequence when in fact they are

allowing the slaughter of innocent men to take place before them.
Similarly, so-called “i istance” in_occupied Furope—
in which persons by a twist of thought felt that they had defied
The invader—was merely indulgence in a consoling psychological
mechanism. Tyrannies are perpetuated by diffident men who do
mhe courage to act out their beliefs. Time and again in

the experiment people disvalued what they were doing but could-

not muster the inner resources to translate their values into
action.

common than the one ontlined above: the subject was not
ordered to push the trigger that shocked the victim, but merely o

The Dilemma of Obedience [ 11

perform a subsidiary act (administering the word-pair test) be-
fore another subject actually delivered the shock. In this situation,
37 of 40 adults from the New Iaven area continued to the
highest shock level on the generator. Predictably, subjects ex-

“cused their behavior by saying that the responsibility belonged to

wmlﬂed the switch. This may illustrate a
dangerously typical situation in complex society: it is psychologi-
c‘:%aﬂz_e_aw ignore responsibility when one is only an intermedi-

_ate link in a chain of evil action but is far from the final

consequences of the action. Even Eichmann was sickened when

hand so long as they are not transformed into action. Eolitical

A variation of the basic experiment depicts a dilemma more

he toured the concentration camps, but to participate in mass
murder he had only to sit at a desk and shuffle papers. At the
same time the man in the camp who actually dropped Cyclon-B
into the gas chambers was able to justify his behavior on the
grounds that he was only following orders from above, Thus there
is a fragmentation of the total human act; no one man decides to
carry out the evil act and is confronted with its consequences.
The person who assumes full responsibility for the act has evapo-
rated. Perhaps this is the most common characteristic of socially
organized evil in modern society.

The problem of obedience, therefore, is not wholly psycho-
logical. The form and shape of society and the way it is develop-
ing have much to do with it. There was a time, perhaps, when
men were able to give a fully human response to any situation
because they were fully absorbed in it as human beings. But as
soon as there was a division of labor among men, things changed.
Beyond a cextain-point,-the hregking up of society into people
carrying out narrow and very special jobs takes away from_the
human_gualit work and life. A person does not get to_éaaﬂ;he
whole_situation hit only a small part of it_and is thus unable to
act without some kind of over-all direction. HeMy
MHg so is alienated from his own actions.

George Orwell caught the essence of the situation when he
wrote:

As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying
to kill me. They do not feel any enmity against me as an individual, nor
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i They are only “doing their duty,” as the saying goes.
%V[i%?élfs ‘Ec}f(lallimI }rfavg no doub}’;, are kignd—hearted law abiding men who
would never dream of committing murder in private life. On the other
hand, if one of them succeeds in blowing me to pieces with a well-
placed bomb, he will never sleep any the worse for it.

CHAPTER

Method of Inquiry

Simplicity is the key to effective scientific inquiry: This is
especially true in the case of subject matter with a psychological
content. Psychological matter, by its nature, is difficult to get at
and likely to have many more sides to it than appear at first
glance. Complicated procedures only get in the way of clear scru-
tiny of the phenomenon itself. To study obedience most simply,
we must create a situation in which one person orders another
person to perform an observable action and we must note when
obedience to the imperative occurs and when it fails to occur.

If we are to measure the strength of obedience and the condi-
tions by which it varies, we must force it against some powerful
factor that works in the direction of disobedience, and whose
human import is readily understood. '

Of all moral principles, the one that comes closest to being
universally accepted is this: one should not inflict suffering on a
helpless person who is neither harmful nor threatening to oneself.
This principle is the counterforce we shall set in opposition to
obedience.

A person coming to our laboratory will be ordered to act
against another individual in increasingly severe fashion. Accord-
ingly, the pressures for disobedience will build up. At a point not

known beforehand, the subject may refuse to carry out this

13
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would've likely leaked all over creation. A beautiful coali-
tion of the five local tribes, other local people, and anti-
nuclear activists fought in the deserts and the courts and
with the scientific facts for ten years before defeating the
dump definitively a few years ago. On the West
Texas—Mexican border is the small Latino community of
Sierra Blanca, where another nuclear waste dump was
planned but defeated. Go east to Oklahoma and you'll
arrive at the sites where, in 1993, after years of work,
environmentalists —including the group Native Ameri-
cans for a Clean Environment—and the Cherokee
Nation shut down twenty-three percent of the world’s ura-
nium production. All these places are places of absence,
or at least the absence of devastation, a few of the count-
less places in which there is nothing to see; nothing is
what victory often looks like.

The Angel of History says, “Terrible,” but this angel
says, “Could be worse.” They're both right, but the latter

angel gives us grounds to act.

[ 3
ViAGrRA FOR CARIBOU

" he Old Testament God rules with a heavy hand
. over a static moral world, but | believe that our
world is instéad presided over by an alternate
entity, Coyote, the Native American deity, who is inde-
structible, lecherous, hilarious, and improvisational,
straying into and surviving catastrophe (a little like his sim-
plified great-grandson, Chuck Jones’s cartoon character
Wile E. Coyote). Many native creation myths do not fea-
ture a world that was perfect in the beginning, but one that
was made by flawed, humorous creators who never fin-
ished the job. In that world, there was never a state of
grace, never a fall, and creation continues (which is why
it’s ironic, or maybe comic, that white people like to situate
Native Americans in the frozen diorama of Eden before the
Fall). In Yahweh’s world, only the good do good, and only
virtue is rewarded. Coyote’s world is more complicated.
[t turns out, for example, that Viagra is good for endan-
gered species. Animal parts that traditional Chinese med-

icine prescribed as aphrodisiacs and for treating
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impotence —including green turtles, seahorses, geckos,
hooded ana harp seals, and the velvet from the half-grown
antlers of caribou—are, thanks to the new drug, no longer
in such demand. What more comic form of the myste-
rious unfolding of the world is there than this, which sug-
gests that Viagra's ultimate purpose may be the survival of
animals at the edges of the earth? Is the erotic toil of the
Viagra-saturated not selfish but performed sgcreﬂy on
behalf of the caribou whose antlers are no longer being
cut off while they're still tender, growing like small trees
with blood for sap under that velvet? The sirocco winds
carry the dust of African deserts to the humid parts of
FEurope, and another kind of wind, as powerful and
amoral as a coyote fart, carries effects from Chinese bed-
rooms to Arctic tundra.

And in many places, the animals are coming back.
There are wolves again in Yellowstone —and, as my friend
Chip Ward asks, what kind of species have we ourselves
become, to restore wolves to the places where we once
strove so hard to eliminate them, to yearn to see or hear
these creatures we once so feared and hated? There are
more buffalo on the Great Plains than at any time since the
great annihilation of the 1870s, and the vision of creating
“buffalo commons” hundreds or thousands of miles long
may become a reality—in part because the region is
losing its human population anyway. All over New Eng-
land, as land that was farms in Thoreau’s time and even in
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- Robert Frost’s goes feral and gets reforested, deer, moose,

bear, cougar, coyotes, and other creatures are coming back
in droves. Lyme disease, named after Lyme, Connecticut,

is a problem largely because deer populations have sky-
rocketed and spread into suburbia—as have deer every-

where, from there to the canyons of Los Angeles. Tt won't

be the wilderness that it was— passenger pigeons will never

blot out the sky again, just for starters—but it is more than -
anyone anticipated. Great blue herons nest in both Central

and Golden Gate parks, and coyotes find their way into

more and more cities. Environmental historian Richard

White tells of the return of hundreds of thousands of
sockeye salmon to Lake Washington in Seattle and of the

enthusiasm with which people greeted them. Their return

was not, he adds, the revitalization of an ancient salmon

run; they were hatchery fish returning to where scientists at

the University of Washington had hatched them. They

were no pure ancient past coming back, but they were one

version of a future with room in it for some kind of wild-

ness. As White puts it, “There is a hope in that for which we

might gladly surrender purity.”

The Angel of Alternate History asks us to believe in the
invisible; Coyote asks us to trust in the basic eccentricity
of the world, its sense of humor, and its resilience. The
moral worldview believes that good is accomplished
through virtue, but sometimes army bases become de

facto wildlife preserves; sometimes virtue falls on its face.
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Sometimes Las Vegas—style casinos give Native Americans
visibility and political clout. Sometimes corporations and
the military demand affirmative action because it benefits
them, too. Sometimes Laura Bush pushes a poet to trigger
an insurrection that lets thousands of poets speak out
against her husband’s war,

The Internet was invented by the US military and may
be one of our most valuable weapons against it, for the
decentralized dissemination of information and for the
organization of citizen action. The Internet can be an
elitist instrument, requiring access to Computers——and,
usually, to electricity and phone lines—and the knowl-
edge to use them (though a nomadic friend tells me that
all through the poorest parts of the world—Thailand,
Bolivia—the young flock to proliferating Internet cafés).
But the Zapatista revolution was the first to make serious
use of the Internet; the shutdown of the WT'O meeting in

Seattle was organized to a significant extent by Internet

communications; and so were the 2003 antiwar actions
around the world. What can be said of a medium that
sometimes seems to be made half out of cheesy porn sites
and yet opens these doors? Just this: Coyote pisses on

moral purity and rigid definitions.

| 4
GETTING THE HELL
OuT oF PARADISE

erfection is a stick with which to beat the possible.

,  Perfectionists can find fault with anything, and no
one has higher standards in this regard than radi-

cals. In January 2003, when Governor Ryan of Illinois
overturned 167 death sentences, reprieving everyone on
death row, there were radical commentators who found
fault with the details, carped when we should have been
pouring champagne over our heads like football champs.
But there’s an increasing gap between this new move-
ment, with its capacity for joy and carnival, and the old
figureheads. Their grumpiness is often the grumpiness of
perfectionists who hold that anything less than total vie-
tory is failure, a premise that makes it easy to give up at the
start or to disparage the victories that are possible. This is
earth. It will never be heaven. There will always be cru-
elty, always be violence, always be destruction. There is
tremendous devastation now. In the time it takes you to
read this book, acres of rain forest will vanish, a species

will go extinct, people will be raped, killed, dispossessed,
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die of easily preventable causes. We cannot eliminate all
devastation for all time, but we can reduce it, outlaw it,
undermine its sources and foundations: these are victo-
ries. A better world, yes; a perfect wor.ld, never.
A million years ago I wrote a few features for the punk
magazine Maximum Rock and Roll. One of them was
about women’s rights, and a cranky guy wrote in that
women used to make sixty-six cents to the male dollar and
that now we made seventy-seven cents, so what were we
complaining about? It doesn’t seem that it should be so
complicated to acknowledge that seventy-seven cents is
better than sixty-six cents and that seventy-seven cents isn’t
good enough, but the politics we have are so pathetically
bipolar that we tell this story only two ways: cither seventy-
seven cents is a victory and victories are points where you
shut up and stop fighting, or seventy-seven cents is a
defeat and activism accomplishes nothing and what’s the
point of fighting? Both versions are defeatist because they
are static. What's missing from these two ways of telling is
an ability to recognize a situation in which you are trav-
eling and have not arrived, in which you have cause both
to celebrate and to fight, in which the world is always
being made and is never finished. What's missing, you
could say, is a sense of Coyote’s world instead of Yahwel's.
In South Africa, the apartheid system was overthrown
after decades of heroic struggle of every kind, but eco-

nomic justice has yet to arrive; it was a seventy-seven-cent
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victory. Vdclav Havel was a gorgeous gadfly to the com-

munists, but as president of Czechoslovakia, then the

Czech Republic, he’s been just a seventy-seven-cent

politician. “We are winning,” said the graffiti in Seattle,

not “We have won.” It’s a way of telling in which you can
feel successful without fecling smug, in which you can
feel challenged without feeling defeated. Most victories
will be temporary, or incomplete, or compromised in
some way, and we might as well celebrate them as well as
the stunning victories that come from time to time.

Without stopping. Even if someday we get to dollar-for-
dollar parity, that will just free us up to attend to some-
thing else (just as US women’s wages have advanced
compared to men’s, but most working people’s wages have
diminished overall since the 1970s). “Utopia is on the
horizon,” declares the Uruguayan writer Fduardo
Galeano. “When I walk two steps, it takes two steps back.
I'walk ten steps and it is ten steps further away. What is
utopia for? It is for this, for walking.”

- Judeo-Christian culture’s central story is of Paradise and
the Fall. Tt is a story of perfection and of loss, and perhaps
a deep sense of loss is contingent upon the belief in per-
fection. Conservatives rear-project narratives about how
everyone used to be straight, God-fearing, decently clad,
and content with the nuclear family, narratives that any
good reading of history undoes. Activists, even those who

decry Judeo-Christian heritage as our own fall from grace
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are as prone to tell the story of paradise, though their
paradise might be matriarchial or vegan or the flip side of
the technological utopia of classical socialism. And they
compare the possible to perfection, again and again,
finding fault with the former because of the latter. Par-
adise is imagined as a static place, as a place before or
after history, after strifc and eventfulness and change: the
premise is that once perfection has arrived, change is no
longer necessary. This idea of perfection is also why
people believe in saving, in going home, and in activism
as crisis response rather than everyday practice.

Moths and other nocturnal insects navigate by the
moon and stars. Those heavenly bodies are useful for
them to find their way, even though they never get far
from the surface of the earth. But lightbulbs and candles
send them astray; they fly into the heat or the flame and
die. For these creatures, to arrive is a calamity. When
activists mistake heaven for some goal at which they must
arrive, rather than an idea to navigate by, they burn them-
selves out, or they set up a totalitarian utopia in which
others are burned in the flames. Don’t mistake a lightbulb
for the moon, and don’t believe that the moon is useless
unless we land on it. After all those millennia of poetry

about the moon, nothing was more prosaic than the guys

in space suits stomping around on the moon with their
flags and golf clubs thirty-something years ago. The moon

is profound except when we land on it.
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The Czech novelist Milan Kundera said several years
before his country liberated itself from Soviet-style
communism, “Totalitarianism is not only hell, but also
the dream of paradise — the age-old dream of a world
where everybody would live in harmony, united by a
siﬁgle common will and faith, without secrets from
each other . . . . If totalitarianism did not exploil these
archetypes, which are deep inside us all and rooted
deep in all religions, it could never attract so many
people, especially during the early phases of its exis-
tence. Once the dream of paradise starts to turn into
reality, however, here and there people begin to crop
up who stand in its way, and so the rulers of paradise must
build a little gulag on the side of Eden. In the course of
time this gulag grows ever bigger and more perfect, while
the adjoining paradise gets ever smaller and poorer ... . It
is extremely easy to condemn gulags but to reject the
totalitarian poesy which leads to the gulag by way of
paradise is as difficult as ever.” '

Paradise is not the place in which you arrive but the
journey ‘toward it. Sometimes I think victories must be
temporary or incomplete; what kind of humanity would
survive paradise? The United States has tried to ApProxi-
male paradise in its suburbs, with luxe, calme, volupté,
cul-de-sacs, cable television, and two-car garages, and it
has produced a soft ennui that shades over into despair

and a decay of the soul suggesting that paradise is already
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a gulag. Countless desperate teenagers will tell you so. I'or
paradise does not require of us courage, selﬂessnclss, cre-
ativity, passion: paradise in all accounts is passive, 1s seda-
tive, and if you read carefully, soulless.

T'hat's why the poet John Keats called the world with all
its suffering “this vale of soul-making,” why crisis often brings
out the best in us. Some imaginative Christian heretics wor-
shipped Eve for having liberated us from paradise —the
myth of the fortunate fall. The heretics recognized that
before the fall we were not yet fully human—Adam and
Eve need not wrestle with morality, with creation, with
society, with mortality in paradise; they only realize their
own potential and their own humanity in the struggle an
imperfect world invites. When the Iraq war broke out,
20,000 of us in San Francisco shut down downtown, shut
down streets, bridges, highways, corporations that first day
and kept coming back for weeks. Out of all that conviction,
all that passion, one phrase stood out for me: Gopal Daya-
neni, one of the key organizers for the antiwar actions, was
asked by the daily newspaper why he was getting arrested. “1
have a soul,” he replied. '

Recent strains of activism proceed on the realization
that victory is not some absolute state far away but the
achieving of it, not the moon landing but the flight. A
number of ideas and practices have emerged that realize
this. The term “politics of prefiguration” has long been

used to describe the idea that if you embody what you

Hore IN THE Dark 87

aspire to, you have already succeeded. That is to say, if
your activism is already democratic, peaceful, creative,
then in one small corner of the world these things have
triumphed. Activism, in this model, is not only a toolbox
to change things but a home in which to take up resi-
dence and live according to your beliefs—even if it’s a
temporary and local place, this paradise of participating,
this vale where souls get made.

This has been an important belief for activists who rec-
ognize that change happens as much by inspiration and
catalyst as by imposition. You could describe activism as
having two primary strains: the attempl to change some-
thing problematic outside itself, and the attempt to build
something better—though the two strains are irrevocably
and necessarily intertangled, which is exactly the point of
the politics of prefiguration. This idea was itself prefig-
ured by Walter Benjamin, who wrote, “The class struggle

- . is a hght for the crude and material things without
which no refined and spiritual things could exist. Never-
theless, it is not in the forms of the spoils which fall to the
victor that the latter make their presence felt in the class
struggle. They manifest themselves in this struggle as
courage, humor, cunning, and fortitude.” They are
present all along the journey; arrival is at best irrelevant,
at worst undermining, at least to the goods of the spiril.

Reclaim the Streets, the rowdy British movement of the

later 199os, lived this out beautifully. The premise behind
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RTS’s street parties seemed to be that if what they were
protesting was isolation, privatization, and alienation,
then a free-for-all party out in public was not just a protest
but a solution, if a solution in the mode that Hakim Bey
called “Temporary Autonomous Zones.” (Hakim Bey con-
trasted these moments of liberation with revolutions
proper, which “lead to the expected curve, the consensus-
approved trajectory: revolution, reaction, bctr'ayal, the
founding of a stronger and even more oppressive State
... By failing to follow this curve, the up-rising suggests
the possibility of a movement outside and beyond the
Hegelian spiral of that ‘progress’ which is secretly
nothing more than a vicious circle.”) RTS and the Anti-
Roads Movement took on what could be called the post-
industrialization of Britain: the privatization of everyday
life and the imposition of monster roads and freeways on
still-vital landscapes and communities.

There were some beautiful moments: people taking up
residence in trees to which they established legal resi-
dence by receiving mail there, a tactic to keep the tree
from being cut; an RTS party in which people surged
onto a freeway overpass and, muffled by rave music, smug-

gled jackhammers onto the concrete under the giant bell-

“skirt of a stiltwalking grande dame, then jackhammered

openings in which trees were planted. Huge street parties

in downtown London linked up with activists around the

world to become global anticapitalist demonstrations.
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Humor, creativity, outrageousness, and exuberance were
among the group’s hallmarks. That RTS didn’t outlive its
moment was also a kind of victory, a recognition that time
had moved on and the focus was elsewhere. Instead,
RTS’s incendiary carnival spirit, global Internet commu-
nications, and tactics of temporary victory became part of
the vocabulary of what came next, the global justice
movement. RTS decomposed itself into the soil from
which new flowers sprang.

One day I heard a Zen Buddhist abbot from Ireland
quote the Argentinian Jew Jorge Luis Borges, “There is no
day without its moments of paradise.” And then the day

continues.
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