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Puerto Madero, the former port of Buenos Aires, was renovated in 
the mid-1990s under the direct influence of Barcelona’s trademark 
urbanism, within the broader paradigm of the “creative city.” 
Following the classic neoliberal model, the land was handed over to 
a private entity charged with seeking out the necessary investments, 
and granted any profit that might arise from the operation. A strategic 
plan was drafted by Catalan consultants; corporate buyers were sought 
around the world; architectural commissions were given to national 
and international firms. Today the construction is almost complete, 
and the post-industrial docks look as pretty as a postcard. The cranes 
that used to unload ships have been left standing, carefully repainted 
to preserve the patina of age, as if to say that work was once done here. 
The remodeled warehouses offer a mix of residential spaces, offices 
and urban entertainment destinations, with a private university at one 
end and a millionaire’s museum at the other, followed by a crown of 
hi-rise towers whose logos include Microsoft, Bell South and IBM: the 
perfect recipe for success in the “information economy.”

The visitor wandering down the quay is greeted by the sight of an 
elegant white suspension bridge with a single cantilevered support, 
signed by the Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava: a must for any 
waterfront redevelopment project. A memorial plaque informs us that 
this Puente de la Mujer, or “Bridge of Womankind,” was inaugurated 
on December 20, 2001. But that’s impossible – because that was the 
second day of the Argentinean revolt against the consequences of 

Remember the Present
Representations of Crisis in Argentina

For us it’s clear that if we want to strengthen a grassroots 
democracy, we have to make a definitive bid for 
radicalization. It’s no longer a matter of “returning to 
normal,” of returning to political rhetoric, of getting the game 
of formal democracy into gear, or of constructing a “true 
representation of the people.” We have to strengthen other 
tendencies, other logics. We have to reinforce the popular 
struggles, and not channel them back toward power.

Colectivo Situaciones, March 24, 2001
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neoliberal globalization, and the city’s elites were in no position to do 
any celebrating.

With its postmodern historicism and its grandiose dream of 
participation in the information economy, Puerto Madero appears as 
a speculation, in all the senses of the word, on the prospects – and the 
profits – of a total erasure of memory. Its paradigm is the experience 
of déjà vu, where you watch yourself doing what you’ve already done, 
performing a prescripted series of actions that seem to have become a 
destiny. It raises a question about how to represent, or better, how to 
enact a counter-memory.

I’ve taken my inspiration from Paolo Virno’s book Il ricordo del 
presente;  from the unusually searching art show Ex Argentina;  from 
the clues to be found in a wide range of books and articles; and above 
all from the testimonies, viewpoints and interpretations offered by 
friends and acquaintances in Buenos Aires and Rosario.01 This is 
an inquiry into the representations of crisis and the enactments of 
counter-memory in Argentina. The aim is to provide a discursive 
frame for some of the most impressive experiments in political art to 
have emerged around the turn of the millennium. Of course this can 
only be an incomplete and uncertain reflection of events in what is, 
for me, a faraway land. The hope is that others may see through this 
view from afar, and come closer to their own potentials for life in the 
present.

history paintings
For the exhibition Ex Argentina, the artist Azul Blaseotto carried out 
a portrait in oils of the people who built the facade of Puerto Madero. 
This enormous painting – a neo-expressionist grande machine with a 
central panel and two lateral wings – depicts the cultural, economic 
and political elite of Argentina, gathered together in a glass-walled 
room that looks down on their creation. On the right side of the 
canvas you see the architects, tinged with green, always willing to 
change color for the needs of each new regime. One of them has 
spilled champagne on a table decorated with a map showing the so-
called “ecological reserve” just behind the port. The nineties were the 
era of “pizza and champagne.” Another places a scale model down on 

the map. Outside the window you can see the residential tower that it 
represents, built within the reserve by virtue of a special exception to 
the law.

Some of the figures are internationally famous, for example, the 
financier George Soros, portrayed as a winged chimera, a monstrous 
angel; or the omnipresent French designer Philippe Starck, 
represented as a kind of cross between a spider and a Hindu god (he is 
the architect of the so-called “Faena Hotel + Universe” completed a few 
years after the crisis, an unrepentant monument to all the opulence 
and arrogance of the 1990s). In the corner of the painting is the art 
patron and millionaire, Amalia Lacroze de Fortabat, or “Amalita,” 
the arbiter of contemporary Argentinean culture, looking down with 
satisfaction at her private museum. At the opening of Ex Argentina, 
Azul Blaseotto told me how much she hated these people and their 

“cultura de mierda,”  the non-culture they impose on all the others. “They 
want to dominate everything, even the horizon,” she said.

In the center is Carlos Menem, portrayed twice for his two terms, 
from 1989-95, then 1995-99. During the first, while his administration 
sold off the state-run industries and public services, he became 
extremely popular, distributing welfare packages to the people and 
massive kickbacks to his cronies – corruption money that has been 
estimated at 20% of each sale.02 The problems came in his second term, 
when there was nothing left to auction. At his left, eating pizza, is 
Roberto Dromi, the author of the Law of State in 1989 – the first step 
toward the privatizations. At his right is finance minister Domingo 
Cavallo, an ultraliberal who learned his doctrine in Chicago, like the 
economic advisers of Pinochet. Cavallo had already been responsible 
for the so-called “statization” of private debts in the 1980s, during the 
dictatorship – a way of using public money to pay back loans that were 
taken out by the oligarchy.

Further down is Fernando de la Rua, of the radical Party, who 
succeeded Menem as Argentinean president until the day he had 
to leave the Casa Rosada in a helicopter, fleeing from the insults 
of the crowd. The woman next to him offers a piece of sushi, which 
had become chic as a diet food during the fat years of globalization. 
Above De la Rua, dressed in blue, is Enrique Fazio, former president 
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of the Corporación del Antiguo Puerto Madero, which is the quasi-
autonomous agency that auctioned off the dock land in the mid-1990s. 
Finally, on the lateral wings of the painting are half a dozen wide-open 
eyes, filled with civil-society figures staring in at the private party. At the 
lower right you see the great Argentinean political satirist and history 
painter, Antonio Berni. Next to him, looking out at us, is the painter of 
the picture. What does she see when she looks beyond the illusion of 
the “creative city” to the contemporary reality of her country?

Less than a mile away from the Puente de la Mujer is the ruined 
riverfront of La Boca, filled with the hulks of rusting ships that are no 
longer called upon to carry off the products of now-inactive factories. 
The abandoned infrastructure offers a glimpse of the relatively short 
period of import-substitution policies, from the thirties through the 
sixties, when there was something like “endogenous development” at 
work in Argentina. Today that period is long gone. The old houses 
of the riverfront lie in ruins. A small, Disneyesque tourist zone has 
been tacked together in a former riverside harbor, but no one has 
yet bothered to haul off the remains of an industrial past whose 
interruption still hangs like a pall over the city.

What happened on December 19 and 20, 2001 in Argentina? How to 
understand the images of revolt that reached us from those days? The 
sacked supermarkets? The burning tires? The highway roadblocks? The 
solidarity between the urban middle classes and the disenfranchised 
industrial workers, who together raised the first great popular revolt 
against the consequences of neoliberal globalization?

One way to grasp the Argentine crisis is to look at a very different 
kind of “history painting,” by the French conceptual art group Bureau 
d’Etudes. This work was also presented in the exhibition Ex Argentina, 
which sought to bring radical European artists of the late 1990s into 
contact with politicized Argentines, so as to conduct an international 
inquiry into the turbulent collapse of the so-called New Economy 
and the reemergence of an anti-capitalist movement on a global 
scale. Entitled Crisis, the work functions as a chronology of the world 
financial system in the 1990s. It situates the Argentine revolt within 
the general framework of a worldwide economic cycle – essentially the 
period of so-called globalization, from 1989 onward.

In the lower third of this long, lateral graphic chart, you see three 
horizontal axes corresponding to events within the three great 
currency zones of the Yen, the Euro and the Dollar. A special bar at 
the top is devoted to the management of the IMF, while a line below 
shows the frequencies of so-called “payment incidents,” or delays in 
the reimbursement of the Argentinean debt. The same also serves 
to mark political events, such as the election of Carlos Menem in 
1989. The middle section of the chart widens the geographical focus, 
to register strikes and riots against privatization processes across 
the globe in the single year of 2002. Finally, the top section unfolds 
beneath a phrase by Michael Linton, the inventor of the Local 
Exchange and Trading Systems (LETS), who speaks of “money as an 
information system for recording human effort.” This section relates 
the development of alternative monetary systems over the decade of 
the 1990s, culminating in the spectacular expansion of the Red Global 
de Trueque or “swap network” in the years of the Argentinean crisis. In 
short, the chronology looks both at the failure of the financial markets, 
and at the popular responses to these failures.

The first third of the time period covered by the chart deals with 
the restructuring of the Japanese and American banking systems 
in the early 1990s after the initial round of financial expansionism 
during the preceding decade. Next we see the tumult of the great 
Asian crisis, with the runaway inflation that hit the currencies of the 
East Asian region in 1997 after years of excessive speculation on the 

“tiger” economies. The crisis began with an attack on the Thai currency, 
which inflated from thirty to over fifty bhat for one US dollar, as you 
can see in the jagged line spiking suddenly upward. Even worse was 
the case of the Indonesian rupee, whose rise is capped at the height 
of its climb with a representation of the head of the authoritarian 
leader Suharto, who would then fall along with the precarious living 
standard of the Indonesian people. But the graphic chart also shows 
very clearly that the capitals fleeing the speculative crash of the 
East Asian economies found a perfect new home on the US stock 
market, where the value of companies like WorldCom and Enron 
shot up precipitously at the end of the millennium, before plunging 
dramatically when the New Economy collapsed in mid-2000.

REMEBBER ????  
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As you can see on the chart, there is a perfect correlation between 
the fall of the Northern stock markets and the rise in the “payment 
incidents” affecting the reimbursement of the Argentinean debt. The 
world economy had become so tightly integrated by this point that 
the long process of Argentina’s economic decay entered its crisis at 
the exact moment when the American bubble finally burst. The same 
rising line of “payment incidents” shows the key events in the social 
history of those tumultuous months: first the corralito, or the closure 
of the Argentine public banking system, just before the currency’s 
radical devaluation but not before the country’s wealthiest citizens had 
converted all their holdings to dollars; then the withholding of a final 
loan by the IMF, followed by the flight of De la Rua, the formation of 
the Piquetero Bloc of unemployed industrial workers, etc.

Seen from the perspective of Marxist crisis-theory, what happened 
in Argentina is the monstrous fact of a crash in the international 
financial system, engulfing enormous quantities of fictional capital in 
a speculative maw, which reduces that money to nothing even while 
it swallows up the jobs and the savings of the working classes. And in 
economic terms, that’s what happened. But is that the whole story? 
the only story? Does econometrics provide an adequate language 
for describing the global division of labor and power? Is money an 
adequate information system for recording popular resistance? And 
how do those who forced De la Rua to leave in a helicopter tell the 
story of December 19 and 20, 2001?

theater of the streets
The contemporary Argentinean Left has built itself around the 
memory of another date: March 24, 1976, when a military coup 
inaugurated the Videla dictatorship that lasted until 1983. I first saw 
that date on a wall in the barrio of San Telmo, in Buenos Aires, where 
it had been painted by a popular assembly during the insurrection. 
The Right explains the coup as a necessary response to the military 
tactics of the Guevarist guerrillas. But there was also a powerful 
workers’ movement in Argentina, struggling against exploitation both 
by the national bourgeoisie and by foreign capital. The workers had 
begun to exert their power in the streets with the revolt of the city 

of Córboba in 1969, the “Cordobazo,” which ushered in a period of 
intense crowd mobilizations, culminating in the return to power of the 
exiled popular leader Juan Perón in 1973. However, despite the victory 
represented by his return, the movement became increasingly divided 
between those who remained loyal to union hierarchies seeking a 
new compromise between capital and labor, and those who joined the 
students and the guerrilla movements in a call for outright revolution.

By the time of Perón’s death in 1974 the split was consummated. 
The radical workers became increasingly well organized, using shop-
floor coordinating committees to escape the control of their union 
representatives. To carry out a major strike, they would begin by 
surrounding the union with a crowd of workers, thereby forcing their 
representatives to follow the movement. Meanwhile, the student 
movements intensified and the guerrilla activities escalated, with 
targeted assassinations and attacks on military or police installations. 
The upper classes felt seriously threatened, both in their formal 
grip on power and in their ability to maintain a hierarchical society 
based on Christian values. The death squads of the Argentine 
Anticommunist Alliance (AAA) had already been operational since 
November of 1973. After the March 24 coup, the oligarchy unleashed 
military violence on the population.

Soldiers occupied the factories and the universities. They applied 
counter-insurgency techniques learned from the French and the 
Americans. Little by little they identified the ideological elements. It 
was in 1976-77 that the worst was done. Everyone knows the figure 
of 30,000 disappeared. Often they were thrown from airplanes into 
the river. Many more were tortured. An estimated nine hundred 
children were born in prison and adopted by the torturers, after the 
disappearance of their mothers.

For Latin Americans, the dictatorships of the 1970s, and not 
the financial globalization of the 1990s, mark the beginnings of 
neoliberalism. Economic historians on the Left now characterize 
this decade as an initial phase of strategic de-industrialization: a 
way of disciplining national working classes by breaking down their 
opportunities to exert any influence on the development of the 
productive process. But in Argentina, the 1970s were also a period of 

Etcetera, xxxxxxxx
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full-scale cultural conflict, “the clash of two civilizations, ours and the 
Marxist, to determine which one will be dominant and thus inspire 
or direct the future organization of the world,” as stated in 1981 by 
Leopoldo Galtieri, one of the junta generals.03 The rebellion had to be 
quelled; but the very thoughts that inspired it also had to be eradicated. 
The logical culmination of the ideological struggle was the reduction 
of the population to silence, which also entailed an impossibility of 
mourning. 

The contemporary history of Argentina can be represented as an 
empty silhouette: an absent body whose vanished image becomes 
part of a struggle to remember. An immensely influential political 
art project began just before the end of the dictatorship, on the day 
of September 21, 1983, under the name of the Siluetazo or “Great 
Silhouette.” It was launched by three artists, Rodolfo Aguerreberry, 
Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, and taken up by the Madres de 
la Plaza de Mayo along with other human rights organizations and 
participants in the “Third March of Resistance” held in Buenos Aires 
on that day. The technique was extremely simple: it involved tracing 
the outline of a human body lying flat on a large sheet of paper. But 
the effect was fundamental. I quote from a text by the photographer 
Marcelo Brodsky:

The Siluetazo was one of the most powerful artistic events in 
twentieth-century Argentina. Where are the disappeared? What did 
they do with them? That unanswered question flooded the streets 
of the country when the dictatorship fell and democracy began its 
return. The silhouettes were stamped on walls, window shutters and 
city billboards, pleading for truth and justice. Little by little they 
vanished from the streets, but they left their demand impressed on 
collective memory. The artistic interpretation of what was happening 
melded together with the popular mobilizations demanding trial 
and punishment for the assassins of the dictatorship, and thereby it 
gained legitimacy as a powerful tool of struggle in the streets.
 

The challenge for the Argentinean Left was to build up the legitimacy 
of their struggle within what was still a radically hostile institutional 
environment, even after the end of the dictatorship. In their very 

mutism, in their accusatory emptiness, the silhouettes were a potent 
symbol; but even more important was the possibility for this symbol 
to be created by those whom it directly concerned. As Ana Longoni 
and Gustavo Bruzzone have written: “The Siluetazo points to one 
of those exceptional moments in history when an artistic initiative 
coincides with a demand from social movements, and is embodied by 
the impulse of the multitude. It involved the participation, in a huge, 
improvised open-air studio that lasted until midnight, of hundreds 
of demonstrators who painted, who put their bodies on the line to 
sketch the silhouettes, then hung them on the walls, monuments and 
trees despite the imposing deployment of the police.” The authors 
stress the collective status of this creation: “The Siluetazo entailed 
the socialization of the means of artistic production and distribution, 
to the extent that the spectator joined in as producer. The visual 
deed is ‘done by everyone and belongs to everyone.’ This radically 
participatory artistic practice encourages the massive appropriation 
of an idea or concept, and of simple but striking artistic forms and 
techniques for the repetition of an image.” 04

The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo used the silhouettes in their 
marches in memory of the disappeared, as part of the impossible 
but deeply meaningful demand for aparición con vida, or “appearance 
alive.” Since their foundation in 1978, the Mothers had worked to 
reconstruct justice from below by appearing tirelessly in public space 
with the portraits of their missing family members in their arms 
and an increasingly broad social network behind them. As Susana 
Kaiser writes: “By turning motherhood into a public activity, they 
were crucial in setting new boundaries of what politics or political 
spaces are.”05 Their strategy of deliberately non-violent militancy, 
based on the legitimate public presence of socially repressed memory, 
is fundamental for understanding how the Argentinean Left would 
react to the crisis that began in the late 1990s. But in urban centers 
throughout Argentina, this expressive role would be taken up quite 
differently by a new movement that emerged in October 1995, under 
the name H.I.J.O.S. or “Children.” 06 That’s an abbreviation of a longer 
name, which translates as “Children for Identity and Justice, against 
Oblivion and Silence.”

03   ⁄
Quoted in Antonius 

C.G.M. Robben, Political 

Violence and Trauma in 

Argentina (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2005), p. 172. 

Robben gives extensive 

development to the 

notion of “cultural war.”

04   ⁄
Ana Longoni and Gustavo 

Bruzzone, “Introducción” 

to El siluetazo (Buenos 

Aires: Adriana Hidalgo, 

forthcoming).

05   ⁄
Susana Kaiser, “Escraches: 

demonstrations, 

communication and 

political memory in post-

dictatorial Argentina,” in 

Media, Culture & Society, 

vol. 24, no. 4 (2002),  

p. 505.

06   ⁄
For an account of the 

origins of H.I.J.O.S., 

see Temma Kaplan, 

Taking Back the Streets: 

Women, Youth, and Direct 

Democracy (Berkeley and 

Los Angeles: UC Press, 

2004), ch. 6, “Youth Finds 

a Way.”



182 ⁄ brian holmes: escape the overcode

This is the second generation of Argentinean human-rights 
activists, who invented an extraordinary new form of political 
intervention, the escrache. The word is derived from the Argentinean 
slang word escrachar, meaning “to uncover,” “to reveal,” “to show 
someone’s face.” The escrache is an act of denunciation that aims to 
inform the public of the crimes of unpunished collaborators of the 
dictatorship. “Si no hay justicia, hay escrache,” repeat the members of 
H.I.J.O.S.: “If there is no justice, there is denunciation.” The escrache 
is an utterly serious public practice, but it takes the form of a satirical 
carnival, full of farce, raucous noise and biting black humor, carried 
out by crowds of young activists and accompanied by the music of 
traditional marching bands known as murgas.07

At first, the escraches were conceived as media actions, directed 
against well-known figures of the military regime living in the 
center of Buenos Aires. But from 1998 onward H.I.J.O.S. changed 
their approach and began to engage in long preparatory periods of 
popular education before each action, now typically held in popular 
neighborhoods. Even while the antiglobalization demonstrations in 
North America and Europe reached their height in summit-hopping 
campaigns against transnational institutions like the G8, the IMF and 
the WTO, the protagonists of H.I.J.O.S. were attempting to radicalize 
ordinary people on the ground, in resistance to the local agents of the 
repressive forces that had ushered in the first phase of neoliberalism. 
In Argentina, the grassroots critique of present injustice was 
inseparable from an historical consciousness of the way the country 
had developed over the past twenty-five years, with a sharp awareness 
that the same classes that had profited from the dictatorship could 
always reassert their power, if their impunity was simply accepted and 
their crimes left unremembered.

Once again, people put their bodies on the line, expanding the 
concept of art into direct action. Among the protesters from the very 
beginning were the members of Etcétera, who thought of themselves 
less as an artists’ group and more as a political movement of the 
surrealistic imagination. During the heyday of the escraches from 
1998 to 2001, they staged delirious theatrical events in front of the 
houses of former murderers and torturers. Protest tactics of the usual 

sort will never be enough for Etcétera, whose story is filled with 
improbable encounters and unlikely inventions. While seeking to 
squat an empty building for their activities, the collective chanced 
upon the abandoned premises of the former Argonauta publishing 
house founded by the surrealist artist Juan Andralis, filled with 
dusty books, photographs, images, paintings, sculptures, costumes 
and old mannequins from the 1930s and 1940s. It was a turning 
point, a moment of “objective chance,” just as Marcel Duchamp had 
described. They built up a library, a darkroom, a studio and a small 
theater with seats recovered from an old cinema, and they used the 
materials around them as the accessories of a unique aesthetic.08 Their 
relationship to the public became clear when they created the Niño 
Globalizado (Globalized Boy), with a hand-pump that the art audience 
could use to bloat the child’s belly into a distended globe of hunger. 
But that was only one station on a longer journey. The point was to 
develop an art as poetically unpredictable as a dream, and then hurl it 
like a football into an unbelievable reality.

One of their early protest pieces was the satirical soccer match, 
“Argentina vs. Argentina,” held in front of the home of the former 
dictator, General Galtieri, in June of 1998 during the World Cup 
that pitted Argentina against England. It recalled the waste of life 
in the Malvinas war under the direct command of Galtieri, but 
also the shame of the 1978 World Cup, held in Argentina beneath 
the spotlights of the media even while torture and assassination 
continued off camera. The mock soccer match reached its conclusion 
when a member of H.I.J.O.S. kicked a penalty ball full of red paint 
into the former dictator’s house, triggering the climax of the public 
denunciation. Video recordings show the paint spattering onto the 
hats of police lined up in rows around the building. At other escraches, 
like the one against Dr. Raúl Sánchez Ruiz, the Etcétera performance 
served as a lure, a decoy, distracting the attention of the police at 
a critical moment. It’s impressive to realize that interventions like 
this unfolded at the exact time when groups such as Reclaim the 
Streets were inventing the carnivalesque demonstrations of the 
antiglobalization movement. In the Argentinean case, the political 
carnival would culminate in a national insurrection.
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The graphic work of the Grupo de Arte Callejero, which translates 
as the “Street Art Group,” can exemplify the way that the escraches 
acted to make history public. The GAC was formed in 1997; but its 
members prefer not to talk too much about their own history. Their 
actions speak for them. Before the day of an escrache, they would 
help print fliers giving the date and time of the event and also the 
name, address, telephone number and portrait of the agent of the 
dictatorship, along with a list of his crimes. In addition to fliers and 
posters, the GAC makes extremely direct iconography that simulates 
the codes of commercial operations, such as the private security firms 
that now employ many former soldiers and policemen. Above all, they 
appropriate the codes of street signs, creating plaques that become 
like historical markers on the road toward the construction of a 
counter-memory. “300 meters ahead, ASSASSIN, Luis Juan Donocik, 
Honorio Pueyrredon 1047, first floor,” reads one. “50 meters ahead...” 
continues another. The GAC provide a graphic presence and clarity 
of information that reinforces the ritual theater of the escrache. The 
approach to the criminal’s dwelling is very consciously staged by all 
the participants, as a pathway toward the living history of a violent 
struggle that can’t just be forgotten, because there’s no guarantee that 
the other side won’t again use the weapons it employed in the 1970s. 
Finally the crowd comes before the house of the murderer, and it is at 
this culminating point that a public speech is made along with others 
gestures and performances.

To give some idea of what this moment could be like, I will translate 
an extended quote from a book entitled Genocida en el Barrio, produced 
by Colectivo Situaciones, which is a group of militant researchers 
who have worked directly with many different Argentinean social 
movements – not only H.I.J.O.S. but also groups of unemployed 
piqueteros, marginalized peasants, popular education associations 
and so on. Colectivo Situaciones typically contributes by forming 
hypotheses about the autonomy of the groups they work with, and 
about the meaning of their struggles, then engaging in discussions 
with the groups on that basis, after which they transcribe and publish 
the results in cheap booklets that serve to distribute the results of 
the collective process. What follows, however, is not one of these 

interviews, but rather the text of a speech that was given on the street 
by a member of H.I.J.O.S. on the day after such a discussion session, at 
the culminating moment of an escrache:

Today we are before the house of another torturer: Ernesto Enrique 
Frimon Weber. Subcommissioner of the federal police, he acted 
as an agent of repression during the military dictatorship, in 
the clandestine extermination center that operated in the Naval 
Engineering School. Assigned to the logistics department of the 
working group 3.3.2, he practiced kidnapping and torture, and was 
responsible for the capture of 3,500 persons. He worked under the 
pseudonym of 220, a nickname given to him in recognition of the 
classes he gave in torture with electric wires. Free in accordance 
with the end-point or punto final law, and under an international 
warrant of arrest issued by the Spanish judge Baltasar Garzón, he 
is accused of genocide and state terrorism. He lives at 1245 Virgilio 
Street, apartment 3, and his phone number is 45 67 21 12.

From this point onward the speech continues in a more philosophical, 
self-reflexive tone, which tries to sum up the meaning of the process of 
denunciation itself:

Almost four years have now gone by since our first escrache, in 
December of 1996. Over the course of these four years, the escrache 
has become a new tool of struggle. The escrache has been and 
continues to be a way to turn memory into action, an innovative 
way to denounce impunity. A way to show that impunity is not 
just an abstract word. Impunity is a very concrete term: impunity 
is called Emilio Eduardo Massera, supposedly detained in 
his palace on Avenue Libertador; impunity is called Miguel 
Etchecolatz, strolling around Córdoba square; impunity is called 
Turco Julián, having a coffee in the Congresso district; impunity 
is called José Alfredo Martínez de Hoz, giving his advice from the 
City on the progress of the Argentinean economy. … Impunity 
lives on in each of these figures, agents of repression, torturers, 
expropriators, genocidal killers, the ideological authors of the 
massive extermination of thousands of popular activists who were 
struggling against privileges and inequality, the same inequality 

Escrache flyer Donocik....
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that is now the supreme law of the Republic of Argentina. This is 
why the escrache has been and continues to be a blow on the side 
of justice. A justice founded on the certainty that true justice will 
not fall from the heights of power like a ripe fruit. A justice which 
understands that if crime is organized from within the State, then 
it is society that will have to identify the criminals, judge them, 
condemn them, pursue them even in their dreams. A justice of the 
popular sectors, who do not forget and who do not pardon State 
terrorism, concentration camps, torture, death flights and the 
abduction of children.09

At this powerful culminating moment of the escrache, red paint 
balloons are thrown against the house of the individual to mark the 
blood that was spilled years ago. But despite the emotion of those 
whose parents or relatives were killed during the dictatorship, what 
appears quite clearly in these public events is the attempt to invent 
an effective judgment from below, one that relies not on violence 
but on symbolic force, whose purpose is to ostracize the individuals 
in question, to achieve what Colectivo Situaciones calls “social 
condemnation,” and at the same time, to inscribe a public warning 
against the continuity of the past in the present. To this end, the 
Grupo de Arte Callejero worked with H.I.J.O.S. to create a map of 
all the places where escraches had occurred, under the title AQUI 
VIVEN GENOCIDAS or “Assassins live here.”10 The map was posted 
throughout Buenos Aires on March 24, 2001, and then again on the 
same date in 2002. It’s hard to imagine the experience of reading 
this historical map of your own city, of your own history, so far from 
anything humanly imaginable, so frighteningly close in both time 
and space. The wealthy Center, Barrio Norte, Palermo and Recoleta 
neighborhoods require a special enlargement to show all the 
collaborators of the dictatorship living there.

insurrection
Having considered the larger history of the dictatorship, as well 
as the specific ways in which activist artists on the Argentinean 
Left sought to evoke the memory of its victims, let’s now return to 

the economic collapse and the revolt of December 19 and 20, 2001. 
Martial law was declared on December 19, a month after the crisis 
had begun with the prohibition on withdrawals from the banks and 
just a day after the sacking of supermarkets had commenced on the 
outskirts of Buenos Aires. Masses of unemployed piqueteros, who 
had begun their revolt long years before in the provinces, were now 
advancing on the capital. But what the declaration of martial law 
ultimately proved was the effectiveness of all the efforts to maintain 
the people’s latent awareness of the historical danger embodied by 
the oligarchy, the army and the police. There was no question of any 
return to dictatorship. The middle classes of Buenos Aires heard 
the strange swelling roar of thousands of people streaming by their 
doorsteps, beating pots and pans; and often without knowing what 
exactly they were doing or where it would lead them, they took their 
own pots and pans out of their kitchens and streamed toward the city 
center, passing through innumerable intersections blocked to traffic 
by protesters. Upon arrival in the center, they joined forces with the 
piqueteros and launched the urban insurrection that forced Fernando 
de la Rua out of the presidential palace in a helicopter. It was the 

“Argentinazo.”11 These two days opened up the two years of crisis 
during which Argentina would renegotiate its internal political system 
and its relationship to the outside world, and above all, to the IMF. 

From that point forth, the escraches went beyond the specific aims 
of H.I.J.O.S. to become the major form of public demonstration, 
often planned by direct-democratic process in the vast asambleas 
(popular assemblies) that gathered for direct-democratic deliberation 
in public parks and squares. Many different art groups intervened in 
the turmoil that followed, including the Taller Popular de Serigrafía, 
or “People’s Silkscreen Workshop.” These were artists whose studio 
practices didn’t allow them to contribute directly to the revolt, and 
who decided instead to work with a process of collective image-
making, including silk-screening directly onto the T-shirts of piquetero 
protesters. The themes were indicated by the piqueteros, often to 
commemorate the victims of repression. The work was exemplary of 
a desire to leave behind the professional role of the artist, to cross 
class lines and to explore the most immediate use-value of aesthetic 
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creation. The results are a pragmatic, wearable symbolism, an 
artistic language that moves through the streets, based on 
drawings that are quite beautiful in the traditional aesthetic 
sense – as could be seen in an installation of prints on paper 
at the exhibition Collective Creativity in Kassel, Germany, in 
2005.12

A larger organization arose from a gathering between some 
120 people who had documented the two-day uprising of 
December 2001. The meeting was called by Boedo Films, Cine 
Insurgente, Contraimagen and Indymedia Argentina in the 
face of a veritable black-out on the events by the major national 
media. It was held on January 19, 2002, at the University of 
the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, around the slogan “Vos lo 
viviste, no dejes que te sigan mintiendo” (You lived through it, 
don’t let them keep on lying to you). Out of this first meeting 
came Argentina Arde, named in homage to the radical artistic 
research project Tucumán Arde, which had been exhibited in 
Rosario in 1968 and then rapidly censored by the authorities. 
The group immediately subdivided into photography, 
press and video committees, which multiplied and spread 
throughout the country with the aim of producing valid and 
useful information from below, outside the professional 
hierarchies.13 Exhibitions, video compilations and an excellent 
photo-reportage newspaper were realized during the two 
tumultuous years that followed. Indymedia Argentina remains 
exceptionally active even now. From the larger network 
emerged the visual art group Arde Arte, practicing a variety 
of street actions that emphasize participation. One of their 
most striking interventions, in March 2002, involved groups of 
demonstrators advancing toward the police with large plaques 
of reflective material, on which were inscribed the slogan “Vete 
y Vete” (see yourself and scram).14

Etcétera did some of their wildest actions at this time, 
including Otra realidad es posible (Another Reality Is 
Possible), in which they dressed up as a medieval troupe of 
knives and forks with tin-pot helmets and silvery shields, 

comically attacking transnational corporations like McDonalds, 
YPF and Shell with the oversized tableware that they had made in 
an occupied aluminum factory. Their riot-performance recalled the 
desperate hunger stalking the provinces, but it also represented 
a fusion between the pot-banging middle-classes and the more 
militant piqueteros, armed with shields and batons. Etcétera’s most 
outlandish event was the Mierdazo, in February 2002, when they 
invited people to hurl shit at the Congress building and to “crap 
on the system” during the vote of the 2002 national budget.15 The 
invitation had been approved by due process in the inter-barrio 
assembly, and was destined to be a huge popular success, leading to 
a similar assault on banks like HSBC. Television news clips – often 
the only trace of Etcétera performances, since the group was more 
concerned with acting than recording – portray the protest beneath 
the caption, “Algo Huele Mal en el Congreso” (something really stinks 
in Congress).

Many other artists’ groups and representational practices could be 
discussed, but to keep it short, I’ll focus on one more series of works 
by the Grupo de Arte Callejero, which are the ceramic plaques they 
created at street level to preserve the memory of those who fell in the 
uprising of December 19 and 20. One of these plaques recalls the life 
and death of Gustavo Benedetto, a twenty-three year-old protester 
killed by a gunshot outside the enormous HSBC tower in downtown 
Buenos Aires, undoubtedly by a security guard of the bank named 
Jorge Varando (who was a former collaborator of the dictatorship and 
had been trained in counter-insurgency at the infamous School of the 
Americas). The memorial plaque was destroyed several times by the 
police; but that act was finally filmed and revealed in the media, and 
the ensuing scandal gave the popular movements the legitimacy they 
needed to impose this piece of history on the built fabric of the city.16 
This use of visual representation within a social process in order to 
create a memory of the present can be contrasted to the architecture 
of Puerto Madero that I described at the outset, with its clear 
intention to make sure that nothing whatsoever will be remembered 

– except, perhaps, the non-event of the supposed inauguration of the 
Puente de la Mujer on December 20, 2001.

12   ⁄
Kollektive Kreativität/Collective 

Creativity, exhibition catalogue, 

Fridericianum, Kassel, May 1-July 

17, 2005. The exhibition, curated by 

the What, How & for Whom group 

from Croatia, included Etcétera, 

the GAC and the Taller Popular de 

Serigrafía, as well as the archive of 

the Tucumán Arde project, preserved 

by Graciela Carnevale; it gave the 

Argentine artists a chance to meet 

radical art groups from all over the 

world and to strengthen ties with 

the Brazilian groups Bijari, Contra 

Filé and The Revolution Will Not Be 

Televised.

13   ⁄
The communiqué of the first 

meeting can be found at http://

mail.indymedia.org/argentina-

comunicados/2002-January/000211.

html. A master’s thesis exists on 

the subject, in English, by Veronika 

Miralles; it can be consulted at 

http://ir.lib.sfu.ca/handle/1892/

2046?mode=full.

14   ⁄
An image can be seen at the group’s 

website, www.geocities.com/

ardearte2001/arde_acciones.htm; 

it is also reproduced in Collective 

Creativity, op. cit.

15   ⁄
Both these actions are 

discussed in the interview 

in Ex Argentina, op. cit., 

and documented in 

the video that Etcétera 

prepared for Collective 

Creativity.

16   ⁄
For this case and its 

background, see the 

article by Naomi Klein, 

“Out of the Ordinary,” 

published in The Guardian, 

January 25, 2003, www.

guardian.co.uk/weekend/

story/0,,880651,00.html. 

Also see Klein’s film The 

Take,  87” 05”, 2004.



190 ⁄ brian holmes: escape the overcode

The exact contrary of Caltrava’s multi-million-dollar bridge could 
be found in a horizontal monument, a kind of warning sign made 
by the Grupo de Arte Callejero from a simple piece of printed paper, 
showing the heraldic insignia of a policeman’s cap with a text that 
calls for Juicio y Castigo (“Trial and Punishment”). The paper is fixed 
to the ground and covered by several coats of clear plastic resin. It’s a 
cheap and practical technique, but one that can remain visible to the 
public eye for years, if the social forces of memory are strong enough 
to keep it there.

postscript
The artists discussed here would hardly be known in the North 

– or recognized in their home country – without Ex Argentina, the 
exhibition organized by Alice Creischer and Andreas Siekmann.17 
The show, held in Cologne in 2004, included most of the artists I 
have discussed, as well the Argentineans Sonia Abián and Carlos 
Piegari, Leon Ferrari, Eduardo Molinari, Proyecto Pluja and Sergio 
Raimondi. They were juxtaposed with politicized artists operating in 
the European context, including Bernadette Corporation, Alejandra 
Riera and Fulvia Carnevale, Jürgen Stollhans and many others. A 
philosophical foundation was provided by the investigations of 
Colectivo Situaciones and by the proposals of John Holloway, an 
Irish immigrant to Mexico whose book Change the World with Taking 
Power: The Meaning of Revolution Today (2002) was as important to the 
alterglobalization movement in Latin America as it was in Europe.

To stage the confrontation between these different experiences, 
the organizers created a conceptual map of the exhibition, which they 
hung on the wall near the entryway (and placed on the cover of the 
catalogue). This map takes its point of departure from the G8 summit 
in Cologne on June 18-20, 1999, which included a ceremonial meeting 
at the Ludwig Museum where the art exhibition was later staged. The 
choreographed arrival of the Western heads of state in the museum 
was superimposed on the outline of a Buenos Aires freeway bridge, 
Puente Pueyrredon, where two protesters, Maximiliano Kosteki and 
Darío Santillán, were killed by federal police on June 26, 2002. Thus 
the outbreak of the alterglobalization movement at the moment of 

the transnational “Carnival against Capital” on June 18, 1999, was 
contrasted to the beginnings of a “return to order” in post-insurrection 
Argentina. Inside the museum itself, a simulacrum of the negotiating 
table was decorated with pig’s heads, to which were attached 
the names of the G8 leaders. At this table an activist group, the 
Glücklichen Arbeitslosen (Happy Unemployed), shared a bacchanalian 
feast with the invited artists on the night before the opening, leaving 
the remains as an ironic message to the public. Only in Germany can 
vanguard Marxist intellectualism still be publicly expressed at this 
level of sophistication and symbolic violence.

No doubt the allegories of Ex Argentina were not fully translatable 
to the context of Buenos Aires, where a new version of the show – 
including contributions by some of the Brazilian artists of Collective 
Creativity – was finally exhibited under the name of La Normalidad 
(Normality) in February of 2006.18 The change of name is attributable 
to the Argentines themselves, and to their awareness of the inexorable 
repression to which their historical memory is subject: they preferred 
to explicitly designate the process of normalization against which they 
continually resist. The exhibition, with its international validation, 
gave a chance for local residents to measure the extremely innovative 
character of the interventionist work that had been accomplished 
in Argentina before the return to normal. Yet perhaps an even more 
effective statement came one month later, in March 2006, with the 
exhibition Estéticas de la memoria (Aesthetics of Memory), held 
at the Recoleta Cultural Center thirty years after the onset of the 
Videla dictatorship, where Etcétera and the Grupo de Arte Callejero 
proposed “a collective work that seeks to appropriate the institutional 
space of art, using words as a medium in the face of the empire of the 
image.”

The exhibition took place in a vastly transformed social landscape, 
where the government of Nestor Kirchner had sided with the Madres 
de la Plaza de Mayo and H.I.J.O.S., reopening trials against the agents 
of the dictatorship and proposing the establishment of a museum of 
memory in the former Naval Engineering School (ESMA), which had 
served as a clandestine torture center. For the two organizing groups 
it was a matter of inviting all the activist-artists who had worked 
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on human rights issues over the long period of impunity to come 
together for a moment of collective debate, reflection on the past and 
evaluation of the challenges ahead. The medium was to be words, not 
images. Therefore the walls of the gallery space allotted to them were 
left blank until the day before the opening. Only on that day, when it 
was already too difficult for the museum management to intervene, 
did the artists write their question on the walls: “how does the 
state justify the violation of human rights today?” They 
also listed the names of 1,888 persons killed by the security forces of 
the democratic republic since the end of the dictatorship in 1983. 

XXXCVZXCVHus audeatiam mentemnem Romnihin des ina, etiu moriceri inam paresit 

alessenatur, Catus compopu blinatam se abeffre
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How does a world come together? How does a world fall apart? 
Neoliberalism made these questions into one – and September 11 
showed that there can be no perfect synthesis. In the twenty-first 
century the continents have gone adrift. Here is where the maps 
of a new “great game” unfold, for activists and also for researchers. 
Locating yourself against the horizons of disaster, then finding the 
modes and scales of concrete intervention into lived experience, are 
the pathways for grassroots intellectual action in the contemporary 
world-system.

double movement
A double dynamic is at work today, which destroys what it constructs, 
dissolves what it unifies. And that is exactly what we all have to deal 
with. One example is the continuous enlargement of the European 
Union since the collapse of the Eastern bloc in 1989, right up to the 
fiasco of the ultraliberal constitution, proposed by continental elites 
and rejected by popular referendums in 2005. The end of the historic 
split with the East now appears as the beginning of a Core Europe/
New Europe divide, with the social-democratic bastions of the West 
seeking shelter from the global market, while post-Communist states 
refuse any speed limits on their road to riches. The backlash against 
Europe has largely been the work of traditional sovereignists, with 
leftist forces wavering between their national and internationalist 
ideals. But the absence of a fully democratic constitution only favors 

Continental Drift
From Geopolitics to Geopoetics

11 /
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corporate lobbies and big-power deals, leaving yesterday’s parliaments 
as a smokescreen over tomorrow’s real decisions.

An even more striking case is the self-eclipsing rise of the WTO, 
which in the 1990s seemed fated for the role of a depoliticized 
World Government. No sooner was the international trading regime 
consolidated than tariff wars sprang up between the US and the EU, 
protests flared around the globe and the process of bloc formation 
gathered steam, with negotiations for both the Free Trade Area of the 
Americas (FTAA) and a renewed Mercosur in the Southern Cone, plus 
bold new moves toward an expanded ASEAN system (joined by China, 
Japan and South Korea). And don’t forget the Venezuelan proposal 
of ALBA, or Alternativa Bolivariana para las Americas, calling for a 
leftist “dawn” in Latin America after the sundown of Yankee-style free 
trade. Today the FTAA has already failed and UNASUR has sprung up 
to replace it, while North America’s NAFTA has been strengthened by 
the so-called Security and Prosperity Partnership of 2005 and the East 
Asian system has continued its inexorable climb toward economic 
hegemony. But the international monetary crisis continually looms; 
and as any historian remembers, trading-bloc formation after the 
collapse of the gold standard was a prelude to the global conflicts of 
the 1940s.

For the strangest embrace of contradictory forces in the world 
today, consider the symbiotic tie between industrialized China and 
the financialized United States. China constantly struggles to produce 
what the US constantly struggles to consume – at an ecological risk 
that no one can even measure. To make the wheel of fortune go on 
spinning, the Chinese lend their manufacturing profits back to the 
US, so as to prop up speculation on the almighty dollar and keep 
the world’s largest market soluble. Every economic crisis makes this 
equation more uncertain: and over the last decade we’ve been seeing 
more and more of them. What will happen if the Chinese pipeline 
to the US Treasury stops flowing is anybody’s guess; but America’s 
attempts to save its fading hegemony have already begun to look 
desperate, ever since the New Orleans floodwaters receded into a 
domestic quagmire that clearly recalled the international disaster in 
Iraq. A new period of systemic upheaval is already upon us. Levels 

of conflict are rising all across the globe, and the problem of how to 
intervene as a world citizen becomes more complex and daunting than 
ever.

The alterglobalization movements marked the first attempt at a 
widespread, meshworked response to the chaos of the post-’89 world 
system. These movements were an uneasy mix between democratic 
sovereignists, no-border libertarians (David Graeber’s “new 
anarchists”) and traditional, union-oriented Keynesians. They could 
all critique the failures of neoliberal governance, but they all diverged 
and faltered before its cultural consequences. And the latter wasted 
no time in coming. By undercutting social solidarities and destroying 
ecological equilibriums, the neoliberal program of accelerated capital 
expansion immediately spawned its neoconservative shadow in the 
form of a military, moral and religious return to order. Nothing could 
have made better cover for the denial of democratic critique, the 
clampdown on civil liberties and the continuing budgetary shift from 
social welfare to corporate security. The backlash against globalization 
became a powerful new tool of manipulation, used by the same elites 
who launched the whole process in the first place.

The current scramble to consolidate regional blocs reflects 
the search for a compromise between global reach and territorial 
stability. Beyond any “clash of civilizations,” finding a feasible 
scale for contemporary social relations has now become a pressing 
question. From this perspective, the free-market policy of the Bush 
administration in Latin America is comparable to Al Qaeda’s dream of 
an Islamic Caliphate in the Middle East: both want to impose a single 
ideology for political and economic ends. The networked production 
system forming around Japan and China, or the EU’s continuous 
diplomatic courtship of Russia despite flagrant atrocities in Chechnya, 
give similar insights into this quest for a workable scale, which is 
essentially that of a “continent,” however elastic or imprecise the 
term may be. Paradoxically, continentalization is not countered but is 
driven ahead by global unification. Behind the tectonic shifts at the 
turn of the millennium lies the accumulated violence of a thirty-year 
neoliberal push toward a borderless world, wide open to the biggest 
and most predatory corporations.
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disorienting compass
The extraordinary breadth and speed of the current metamorphosis 

– a veritable phase-change in the world system – leaves progressive 
leftist activists facing a double challenge, or a double opportunity. 
They must remap the cultural and political parameters that have 
been transformed by the neoconservative veneer, while remaining 
keenly aware of the neoliberal principles that remain active beneath 
the surface. In this effort the social sciences are the key, whenever 
it’s possible to emancipate them from their illusory neutrality. 
Economic geography is crucial for tracing the global division of labor 
and grasping the wider frameworks of what European activists call 

“precarity.” The sociology of organizations reveals who is in control, 
how power is distributed and maintained in a chaotic world. The study 
of technics charts out the future in advance, showing how it operates 
and on whom. And the toolkits of social psychology offer insights into 
the structures of willful blindness and confused consent that uphold 
the reigning hegemonies. This kind of analysis is critically important 
for activist initiatives, which can stumble all too easily into the 
programmed dead-ends of manipulated ideologies.

Yet the disciplines also have to be overcome, dissolved into 
experimentation. Autonomous inquiry demands a rupture from the 
dominant cartographies. Both compass and coordinates must be 
reinvented if you really want to transform the dynamics of a changing 
world-system. Only by disorienting the self and uprooting epistemic 
certainties could anyone hope to inject a positive difference into the 
unconscious dynamics of the geopolitical order.

How could activist-researchers move to disorient the reigning 
maps, to transform the dominant cartographies, without falling into 
the never-never lands of aesthetic extrapolation? The solution is 
inseparable from its embodiment, from its social elaboration. Just try 
this experiment in public presence: literally tracing out the flows of 
capital, the currents of warfare and the rise and fall of transnational 
organizations since 1945, using hand-drawn dates and arrows on a 
conventional Mercator projection. The effect is to build a cartographic 
frame-narrative of the emergence, complexification and crisis of US 
hegemony since 1945; but at the same time, through gesture and 

movement, to act out the ways that 
geopolitical flows traverse living 
bodies and become part of haptic 
consciousness, entering what 
some of us have called “felt public 
space.” Intellectual work becomes 
intensive when it is unmoored from 
normalizing frameworks, acted 
out as a social experiment in a self-
organized seminar, in a squat or 
an occupied building, at a counter-
summit, on a train hurtling through 
Siberia… As supranational regions 
engulf ever-larger populations and 
the passage of shifting borders 
becomes an ever-more common 
activity, geopolitics is increasingly 
experienced in the flesh and in 
the imaginary, it is traced out on 
the collective skin. This is when 
geopoetics becomes a vital activity, a 
promise of liberation.

How to interpret artworks and 
artistic-activist interventions so 
as to highlight the forms taken by 
the geopoetic imaginary? Through 
analytical work on the dynamics 
of self and the efficacy of symbolic 
ruptures, one can try to approach 
the diagrammatic level where 
the cartography of sensation is 
reconfigured through experiment. 
This level comes constantly into 
play whenever it is a matter of 
moving through analysis back 
into intervention. Because of 
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the transverse nature of global flows, it is possible to draw on the 
experiences of faraway acts of resistance in the midst of one’s own 
confrontations with power, both in its brute objective forms and in 
its subtle interiorizations. The network of inspiration between the 
pot-banging cacerolazos of the Argentinean insurrection in 2001 and 
the almost continuous urban mobilizations in Spain, from February 
15, 2003, all the way up to the ouster of the mendacious and power 
hungry Aznar government in March 2004, is one large-scale example 
of this process of transduction. This is the generative side of the 
contemporary continental drift. To sense the dynamics of resistance 
and creation across the interlinked world space is to start taking part 
in the solidarities and modes of cooperation that have been emerging 
across the planet since the late 1990s.

possible worlds will only be articulated by a multitude of tongues, 
speaking the relations of the scales in their own words and in the 
words of strangers: intimate, urban, national, continental, global, all 
overspilling their idiosyncratic dictions. Geopoetics is the revelry of 
Babel.

Still the most important aim, for me anyway, is to help relaunch 
the grassroots mobilizations that were so promising around the 
turn of the millennium. “Help” is the word here, because there is 
no intellectual privilege in the activist domain. Activist-researchers 
can contribute to a short, middle and long-term analysis of the 
crisis by examining and inventing new modes of intervention at the 
micropolitical scales where even the largest social movements begin.

Who can play this great game? Whoever is able to join or form 
a meshwork of independent researchers. What are the pieces, the 
territories, the wagers and rules? Whichever ones your group finds 
most productive and contagious. How does the game continue when 
the ball goes out of your field or domain? Through shared meetings 
in a meshwork of meshworks, through collective actions, positions, 
projects and publications. And most importantly, who wins? Whoever 
can provoke some effective resistance to the downward spiral of 
human coexistence at the outset of the twenty-first century. 

just doing it
If you want to accomplish anything like this kind of research, don’t 
expect much assistance from the existing institutions. Most are still 
busy adapting to the dictates of neoliberal management; and the best 
we could achieve during the first big round of meshworked critique 
was to hijack a few of their people, to divert a few of their resources. 
What’s more, the open windows that do subsist are likely to close 
with any further hardening of the neocon turn. Self-organized groups 
will have to generate a collective learning process about the effects 
of social atomization and economic subjugation – essentially, a new 
understanding of the forms of contemporary alienation – and they 
will have to explore the reactions to those trends, whether intensely 
negative (the fascist and racist closure of formerly democratic 
societies) or positive and forward-looking (activist interventions, 
the invention of new modes of social self-management, cultural 
reorientations, ecologically viable forms of development). Another 
goal of the critique is to raise the level of debate and engagement in 
the cultural and artistic sectors – the vital media of social expression 

– where a narcissistic blindness to the violence of current conditions is 
still the norm. Yet a further realm that urgently needs exploration is 
the matrix of interlinguistic exchange and the crisscrossing vectors of 
translation, beyond the common currency of imperial English. Other 
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16 beaver: When we started thinking about 
doing something like a seminar together, a 
few ideas emerged:
A.  We didn’t want it to be a seminar in the 

ordinary sense, nor a workshop, nor a 
conference, nor a convergence, nor even a 

“model” for others. 
B.  We wanted to organize it with the minimum 

amount of money and without relying 
on any outside organizations, grants or 
institutions.

C.  We wanted it to be the beginning of a 
collaboration, between 16 Beaver and Brian 
Holmes and other colleagues ... to explore 
a new way of working together and sharing 
our know-what and know-how.

D.  We wanted to bring together people who 
have been associated with our respective 
efforts to engage over a longer term in 
actually influencing one another. 

E.  To combine together, even more than our 
past collective efforts, our research interests 
and our activities, to try and make sense of 
what is taking place around us in the name 

Articulating the Cracks
in the Worlds of Power
16 Beaver Group talking with Brian Holmes
[Fall 2006]
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of “politics” or “economic rationality” or 
“development,” and to find within our own 
practices the spaces and modes which might 
pose the greatest challenges and problems 
to “business as usual.” 

F.  To not be afraid to ask the most ambitious of 
questions, or to fail entirely.

Having arrived at year two, we have a 
much larger number of collaborators and 
individuals who will be contributing to our 
ongoing inquiries. So these questions to you, 
Brian, are not meant in any way to reduce the 
voice of these inquiries to one spokesperson. 
They are instead meant to come back to some 
of the points of departure we shared and to 
explore both the theoretical concerns as well 
as the organizational ones.

In relation to the ideas we were exploring 
in the first year, what would you outline as 
the main theses?

brian holmes: Well, of course there are 
different levels, analytic and metaphorical, 
poetic and political, all entangled in the 
title Continental Drift. And since we’ve 
tended in our work together to be strict, 
sociological and painstakingly historical, 
with an obsessive attention to economics, 
infrastructure and ideology, I’d like to turn 
that all upside down for a change and begin 
with the poetics. On the one hand, the 
title evokes geology, plate tectonics, the 
geohistorical splitting of great landmasses, 
the telluric shifts that rip continents apart, 
the incredibly powerful and violent energies 
coursing through the world today. So it’s a 

bh: What we managed to explore last year 
was above all a single thesis, drawn from the 
history of political economy: Karl Polanyi’s 
notion of the “double movement.” This refers 
to the fundamental paradox of capitalism, 
which by commodifying everything, by 
bringing every aspect of human experience 
under the rules of profit and reinvestment, at 
the same time provokes a defensive reaction 
of breakup, of escape, whether through 
withdrawal and autarky, warlike aggression 
or the search for a better alternative. 
Polanyi, whose major work is called The 
Great Transformation, is really an ecological 
thinker. He shows how the notion of the 
self-regulating market, which is supposed 
to assign a proper price to everything and 
thereby secure the necessary resources for the 
continual production of an ever-expanding 
range of goods, fails tragically to account for 
all the factors involved in the reproduction 
of land, of labor, and of the very institution 
of exchange, money itself. What happens 
instead is that careless trading in these 

“fictitious commodities” tends to destroy 
them, to blight the land, to exhaust and even 
kill the laborer, to ruin the value of the money 
through unchecked speculation. Polanyi 
showed how these self-destructive processes 
operated up to the First World War, how they 
ultimately wiped out the international gold 
standard that had been built up by British 
liberalism and then brought on the Great 
Depression. What resulted was a division of 
the world into five rival currency-blocs, which 
went to deadly war against each other from 

name for immensity. On the other hand, it 
immediately recalls something intimate and 
experimental, the Situationist practice of 
drifting, of losing yourself, of abandoning 
conventional purposes and rationalized 
coordinates to seek out radically different 
orientations in experience, but on an 
unexpected planetary scale – as though you 
could wander across entire regions, spanning 
the gaps between worlds, or spiraling 
weightlessly through civilizations. So it’s 
a name for intimacy in immensity. At the 
same time, without any possible escape, the 
overblown image of continental drift tends to 
deflate into its opposite, something familiar 
or downright banal: the basic condition of 
global unification by technology and money, 
where it’s possible for privileged individuals 
to move freely but ignorantly about the 
earth, like taking the train across town for a 
buck and a quarter. So if you weave all those 
sensations together, the whole thing speaks 
of fault-lines in an overwhelming global 
unity, and of the elusive quest for a direct 
experience of a split reality. As though you 
could embrace the movement of a world 
that falls apart, as though you could embody 
the splintering cracks, the bifurcations, 
the shattering, and on the far side, begin 
understanding what it will be like to have to 
pick up the pieces....

16 beaver: OK, so what about the economy, 
the sociology, that obsessively analytic 
dimension?

1938 to 1945. After the war, of course, the 
people of the world had to pick up the pieces; 
for better or worse, they had to establish 
new balances, new systems. Giving in to the 
history obsession, I tried to explain both 
the new basis of stability and the potential 
weaknesses of the postwar world-system 
that came together under the domination 
of the United States. With David Harvey’s 
help we analyzed the very shaky state of that 
system today, examining all the strains that 
neoliberal globalization is now placing on the 
world ecology, on the conditions of existence 
for the global labor force, and even on the 
hegemony of the US dollar, whose continuing 
status as the international reserve currency 
has never been so uncertain. 

16 beaver: That’s something we realized 
during the first sessions: empires always find 
a way to tax, and the US has done it through 
the dollar.

bh: Exactly. By printing more dollars for 
export, by floating more Treasury bonds, 
by manipulating interest rates to create 
favorable trade conditions, even by exploiting 
huge monetary crises, like the so-called 

“Asian crisis” in 1997-98. But all that finally 
destroys any possibility of cooperation. 
Observing the first movements toward the 
constitution of rival blocs – the emergence of 
the EU, of the Japanese-Chinese-Southeast 
Asian trading system, of NAFTA itself, of 
a potential socialist pole in Latin America 
around Venezuela – was a way to ask whether 
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the “double movement” described by Polanyi 
might be repeating itself before our eyes. It 
was also a way to understand Al Qaeda’s 
call for a “new Caliphate” in the Middle 
East as another defensive reaction, though 
a particularly desperate and dangerous one, 
to the neoliberal push for global integration 
under highly exploitative unilateralist rules. 
I was very convinced by all those ideas, but 
at the same time, quite uncertain as to 
whether anyone would be ready to hear 
such things. Now, just one year later, all that 
speculation about a possibly violent breakup 
of the postwar world-system looks a lot less 
unlikely, after the experience of Hurricane 
Katrina, after the further decline of Iraq and 
Afghanistan into chaos, after the Israeli 
invasion of Lebanon and the continually 
deteriorating situation in Palestine. 
Maybe we didn’t go far enough with the 
geopolitics! But at another level, closer to 
everyday experience, we also explored the 
consequences of the commodification of 
knowledge and culture, which many now 
consider a fourth “fictitious commodity.” As 
people working with knowledge and culture 

– as “immaterial laborers” – we tried to look 
around us, on Wall Street in New York City 
where 16 Beaver is located, and see what the 
pinnacle of networked symbolic exchange 
really entails. It’s tremendously important 
to understand the degree to which all forms 
of cultural and scientific production are 
increasingly being functionalized for market 
exchange, whose quintessence is the trading 
of immaterial goods on the computerized 

ante, to introduce a tremendous amount of 
political and economic theory into what have 
largely been artistic and activist discussions. I 
think that was important to most people, and 
at the same time there were some very good 
interventions by the more activist-minded 
participants, mostly people who have worked 
together in Chicago, who have learned how 
to cooperate on very risky and often very 
successful projects. They injected some 
elements of group process and horizontality 
that you can easily lose sight of in a heavily 
arty and academic context like New York. 

The second session was somehow more 
relaxed, basically because we had gotten to 
know each other, and also because we had 
established some shared vocabularies. I forget 
at which point there emerged the notion 
of “felt public space” – related, I think, to a 
kind of dodgy reference to the artist Joseph 
Beuys – but anyway, the phrase was definitely 
an icebreaker, and it gives a good description, 
not only of the conversations that we had 
in that second session, but also of the kind 
of enlarged conversations that we might get 
into this time. By pooling experiences and 
talking through the details and difficulties of 
work that has been done in a wide range of 
places and contexts, what emerges is nothing 
homogeneous, but an incredible texture of 
differences and open possibilities that can’t 
be reduced either to political sloganeering 
or to discrete little rungs leading up the 
golden ladder of the art world. Instead 
there is just a world out there, the real one: 
and little animated bits of it come walking 

financial markets. Financialization also 
means the lived experience of semiotic 
obsolescence: the fact of producing symbolic 
trash, numbers that vanish infinitely into 
other numbers, the meaninglessness of 
making money with money. Unfortunately, 
there is no inherently progressive aspect to 
immaterial labor, and “Empire” is still driven 
and piloted by imperialist nation-states, 
above all Britain and the USA. But still 
there is a deep ambiguity in the practice of 
immaterial labor, to the extent that it too is 
subject to a double movement – or in other 
words, to the extent that we too can recoil 
from the pressure of total commodification 
of ourselves, and look for ways to escape, 
or ways to fight back culturally, or better 
alternatives for the use of our minds, our 
emotions, our expressive capacities and our 
sensoriums. I think that this uncertainty 
over the appropriate uses of culture and 
knowledge is potentially something that can 
be shared today, even across the geographical 
divides.

16 beaver: Based on the contributions others 
gave last year, what additional questions 
emerged for you, if any?

bh: What emerges first of all is a better 
sense of the possible, of what we can really 
do together. Last year we had two separate 
sessions, each very intense, but different. The 
first was more formal, more difficult in a way, 
and I think whether rightly or wrongly I put 
out a lot of pressure to up the intellectual 

through the doors of 16 Beaver. After this 
excruciating year, with the new outbreak 
of war in Lebanon during the summer and 
the realization, by so many people around 
the planet, that the problems facing us are 
deep and vast and unlikely to just resolve 
themselves with passing time or the usual 
elections, what stands out is a heightened 
sense of the importance of speaking with 
other people, and of listening. The hope is 
to extend the conversations of last year into 
a network of feelers that reach out further 
and maybe touch all of us a little deeper, so 
that we can really get somewhere with all the 
crazy hyperstimulated global wandering that 
present-day life seems to require.

16 beaver: For some people it is difficult to 
distinguish what we are attempting here from 
a colloquium that would happen at some 
university or art institution. Is it important to 
differentiate?

bh: Well, the problem I have, and maybe 
others have it too, is that the formalism 
and the professionalism of the university-
museum circuit sometimes keeps you from 
knowing either who you are, or what you’re 
really talking about. This is not to say 
we should close the museums, picket the 
universities, burn the libraries or go back to 
the land. But it is to say that unconventional 
and dissenting ideas don’t often come out 
of established and conventional functions. 
And when everybody tacitly agrees that 
cultural production can only take place 
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under the beneficent gaze of the market 
and the state, and on their payrolls, what 
you get in my opinion are very dull and 
timid attitudes, combined with grotesquely 
simulated and overblown emotions. Or, from 
the more ambitious and professional types, 
you may get hyper-specialized discourses 
and elaborate aesthetic affects, this sort of 
highly valorized cultural production which 
appears irrefutable when it comes out of MIT 
or MoMA, but still doesn’t seem to be what 
we’re looking for. 

To put it in more theoretical terms, there is 
no possibility of generating a critical counter-
power – or counter-public, or counter-public 
sphere – when there is no longer a search 
for relative autonomy, or when the collective 
self (autos) no longer even asks the question 
of how to make its own law (nomos). So the 
importance of this kind of project is to use it 
as a moment of experimentation, not just in 
the quest for the perfect theory or the perfect 
procedure, but cosmologically, to rearrange 
the stars above your head. Such events don’t 
happen very often; the only solution is do-it-
yourself. It’s also part of the search for the 
outside, which is an existential necessity. I 
think I’ve learned the most about art and 
social theory from counter-summits with 
lines of teargas-belching cops, and from 
those kinds of anarchist summer universities 
where you camp out for a week and have a 
hard time finding a shower, but also get to 
cooperate directly with people whose words 
and gestures aren’t totally dissociated from 
their bodies and their actions. Well, since 

challenging in public. But we still have to 
actually do it, to fulfill collective goals and 
get some palpable and usable results – which 
probably explains the reluctance to talk about 
models in the meantime!

16 beaver: What is the relation between 
the mode of inquiry we are positing and the 
topics we are actually exploring together?

bh: For me, the relation would be in the 
possibility to have some transformative 
influence on the damnably complex reality 
that confronts everyone today, precisely 
the political-economic-cultural situations 
that we’re trying to discuss. For example, 
you’ve probably heard me use the phrases 

“liberal fascism” of “liberal empire.” What 
do those words mean? Why should people 
involved with art and culture have to deal 
with such ideas? I’ve been trying to clarify 
the preconditions for liberal fascism on the 
psychosocial level ever since I started my 
work on the flexible personality around the 
year 2000. In other words, I’ve been trying to 
find out how a liberal society, liberal in the 
political sense, that is, based on individual 
freedoms, can reach such a point of consensus 
that it is willing to strike out immediately and 
without warning against whoever it decides 
to exclude, without any non-compliance or 
resistance from an overwhelming majority 
of citizens. I’ve seen that willingness grow 
tremendously in recent years, not only in 
the US but also in Europe. But at this point 
I think we should collectively define the 

those moments I have felt a need to develop 
more complex discourses and experiments, 
but hopefully not more conventional and 
complacent ones; and it seems that with 
this project, 16 Beaver has been a kind of 
convergence center in many people’s search 
for different formats.

16 beaver: Organizationally speaking, what 
do you think is the importance of these kinds 
of activities? Although we may be reluctant 
to employ the word model, we are positing a 
certain mode of research/practice?

bh: I guess we’re positing it. I would guess 
that everyone involved in the organizing is 
secretly hoping that this will be some kind 
of turning point for their own practice, both 
in terms of the kind of critical research into 
contemporary society that is being proposed 
and as a way to get beyond a certain social 
limit, a certain dependency on conventional 
institutions for fixing the calendars, setting 
the topics and themes, generally guiding the 
rhythm and focus of public interactions. I 
would guess that we’re all dreaming that with 
a little extra effort, we could regain a certain 
intellectual and artistic dignity, a sense that 
we are establishing our own questions and 
problematics, while setting up experimental 
spaces to deal with them. I think this is a 
widely shared aspiration right now, not only 
for people who are operating autonomously 
and independently, but also for others who 
are pushing the limits of institutions and 
regaining the capacity to do something 

concept, now that the reality exists without 
a doubt, now that so-called democrats 
have voted for the Military Commissions 
Act, which suspends habeas corpus and 
the right to a fair trial, or even the right 
not to be tortured, for anyone arbitrarily 
designated an “unlawful enemy combatant.” 
Meanwhile, in case you managed to forget, a 
corporation named Kellogg Brown & Root 
has been given a $385 million contract 
to establish – I’m quoting directly from 
their website – “temporary detention and 
processing capabilities” to augment existing 
US Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
facilities “in the event of an emergency influx 
of immigrants into the US, or to support the 
rapid development of new programs.” New 
programs? Which new programs? What kind 
of potential is hiding in that juxtaposition 
between “unlawful enemies” and domestic 
Guantánamos? Why don’t people talk about 
it?

One thing is that there’s no adequate 
language to describe what’s going on. But 
the other problem is that defining a concept 
doesn’t necessarily help you do anything 
about the reality. What used to be known as 
the Left in the USA has lost any significant 
capacity to move from theoretical definitions 
to effective actions. Under such conditions 
there is really no use in going blithely 
ahead with utopian thinking, it becomes 
hypocrisy. But utopian thinking is at the 
very origin of cultural practice, so far as I’m 
concerned. So this is what you call a crisis, a 
life-threatening moment. We know we should 
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all “go out in the streets,” but when we get 
there, there’s no there there. We have to create 
arguments so strong that they can merge 
with feelings, in order to reshape reality. 
By trying to articulate an examination of 
contemporary conditions with a cooperative, 
non-professional public practice, I think 
we are moving away from the self-imposed 
blindness and silence that characterizes the 
hypermobile, hyperproductive citizen under 
a regime of liberal fascism. But there is much 
more to be done, and I am hoping to learn 
more about the practices of making things 
public that different people in the group have 
been developing.

 
16 beaver: Given that in this second year we 
are attempting to expand our questions from 
last year, from your perspective what would 
you say are the intellectual developments 
in your own work, discursively in terms of 
writings you have come across, and politically 
in the last year?

bh: Well, a year is a long time, so it may 
take a while to answer! Certainly in my own 
work I have pursued the inquiry that began 
with the text on “Neoliberal Appetites,” 
which I presented at 16 Beaver last year. 
This whole line of investigation draws on 
Foucault’s remarkable courses at the Collège 
de France in 1976-77 and 1977-78. The point 
is to see how specific social institutions 
impress upon us the basic underlying 
procedure of neoliberal subjectivity, which 
consists in understanding yourself, your 

it. In addition to that I have been structuring 
a book on the whole problematic, with 
essays on the artists Ricardo Basbaum and 
Marko Peljhan, on the concept of swarming 
and its limits, on Félix Guattari and his 
schizoanalytic cartographies, as well as other 
things in the works. It’s all coming together 
on a blog I started late one night, under 
the name of Continental Drift, at http://
brianholmes.wordpress.com .

Outside my work, a particularly interesting 
discursive event has been the publication in 
the New Left Review of two essays by Malcom 
Bull, “The Limits of Multitude” and “States 
of Failure.” These use the language of political 
philosophy to point to something very much 
like Polanyi’s double movement: namely an 
attempt to consolidate a World Government, 
which inherently fails and whose failure 
gives rise to the “dissipative structures” of a 
new multi-polar world. In “States of Failure” 
Bull shows the root impossibility of a world 
run by pure economics, as in the Clintonian 
dream of the World Trade Organization. 
Such a World Government either becomes a 
full-blown global state with military powers 
of enforcement or it dissolves, in various 
fashions, under the influence of different 
groups and social formations. What becomes 
clear at the end of the text, in a few amazing 
pages, is that this dissolution is already 
underway, and that the whole political 
question is how to keep it as peaceful as 
possible: that’s where the specific character 
and orientation of the “dissipative structures” 
has so much importance. I think it can be 

accomplishments and your own creativity, 
indeed your own desire, as human capital, to 
be nourished and cherished in terms of its 
potential returns on the market and to be 
used as a measurement of the value of any 
kind of experience whatsoever. Of course, 
this capital is also something to be risked 
in particular ventures, the way you risk your 
money on the stock market. I think that both 
museums and universities are now doing a 
lot to encourage this kind of self-valuation 
among intellectuals and artists, through the 
exaltation of creativity as a productive force 
and through the institution of intellectual 
property as a technique for reifying that 
force, by making inventions into contractual 

“things” that can be securely owned. I have 
written a text called “The Artistic Device” to 
explore how neoliberal subjectivation takes 
place in the knowledge society, notably by 
examining a performance where an artist 
takes on the role of a day trader. The text also 
looks at a deliberate attempt to escape this 
form of subjectivation, to establish a new 
cooperative ethic and even a new imaginary, 
inseparable from the immanent experience 
of crossing a continent on the trans-Siberian 
train. It ends with a Foucauldian analysis 
of a British university museum that’s now 
under construction, called The Panopticon 
Museum. But I can assure you, this is not 
the same analysis of centralized authority 
and internalized surveillance that has been 
repeated as a leftist dogma for the last thirty 
years. “The Artistic Device” takes on the 
proactive roots of power, the ways we produce 

interesting for the philosophically minded to 
read those texts as a way to understand that 
the issues we are dealing with here are very 
much those of our times. Bull’s development 
of the concept of World Government also 
vindicates, in a general way at least, the 
speculative research that my friends in 
Bureau d’Etudes have been doing for years.

The main thrust of my own research, 
however, has been in another direction, 
spurred on by the long-term realities of 
conflict and the insane war in Lebanon 
during the summer months. It comes partially 
to light in a text called “Peace-for-War,” which 
I wrote for the conference series recorded at 
www.dictionaryofwar.org. But I have a lot left 
to do before I can complete this argument. In 
order to grasp the strange mix in the Bush 
administration between a kind of archaic 
Cold-War mindset and a very futurist, hi-tech 
practice of preemption, I have been looking 
into the early period of cybernetics, which 
was the great applied social science of the 
postwar period. Basically it’s about control 
through negative feedback, or error control 

– like an anti-aircraft gun gradually homing 
in on its target, with the assistance of its 
automated tracking device and its human 
operator. This was the primary model for the 
early worldwide control systems that were 
installed after WWII, typically leaving a very 
reduced place for the human operator, who 
becomes a kind of logical calculator and 
biological servomechanism nested inside 
the larger machine. The research shows how 
the fulfillment and closure of something 
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like World Government was sought through 
the applications of cybernetic logic to 
city planning and to organizational and 
technological system-building at a global 
scale. But it also shows that the ambition 
to constitute a “closed world” (the title of a 
great book by Paul N. Edwards) was already 
overcome on the theoretical level in the late 
1960s and early 1970s by the innovations of 
second-order cybernetics, with its emphasis 
on positive rather than negative feedback. 
Second-order cybernetics was first defined 
by a guy named Heinz von Foerster, who 
tried to understand all the perturbations 
that arise when the observer is part of the 
machine that she observes, and attempts to 
reorient or transform. Rather than seeking to 
preserve the balanced state of a homeostatic 
system, second-order cybernetics tries to map 
out how a system unbalances itself, alters its 
parameters and rules and then goes through 
phase-changes provoked by the excess of 
positive feedback. In fact, the notion of 

“dissipative structures” would come in right 
here. Similar ideas were taken up and played 
out in daily life by the counter-cultures, as 
a way to break up the grip of monolithic 
control systems on our minds. I think that 
if you look back on the psychedelic “acid 
tests” that were done around San Francisco 
in the mid-1960s, and at the role of electronic 
media as something like a delirious counter-
information source in those experiences, you 
get a first inkling of this kind of systemic 
unbalancing, despite all the naiveté that we 
now see in such events.

versions of emergence, first practiced by the 
alterglobalization movements, then very 
differently by the networked terrorists. In 
the 1990s, the system believed it could thrive 
on its capacity to destabilize itself. But in the 
end, that was an illusion.

What we finally arrive at is a desperate 
moment where the US government tries to 
regain or prolong the paranoid fantasy of 
static control promised by the Cold-War 
image of World Government, but now 
through an entirely new, extremely dynamic 
strategy of “preempting emergence,” to 
borrow the title of an article by Melinda 
Cooper, which is the third text I’d like to 
recommend. The individual’s sense of a 
desiring, creative and valuable self at risk in 
an unpredictable world – in other words, the 
neoliberal appetite for self-capitalization – is 
paralleled on a macro level by a government 
that lashes out with its full hegemonic power 
in the attempt to annihilate risks which at the 
same time it continually re-creates, by its own 
compulsive drive to extend neoliberalism’s 
constitutive instability to the entire world. 
Here we have a situation as patently mad as 
the Cold War was, with all its strategic zero-
sum games of Mutual Assured Destruction. 
And we see this new form of civilizational 
madness being built around us, in the form 
of the security architecture of biometrics, 
used for the computerized tracking 
and targeting of singularities on their 
labyrinthine paths through the world-space. 
This hyper-individualized control obsession 
underlies the liberal fascism of the Military 

Recently I’ve been reading a lot of texts 
by Félix Guattari to understand the deeper 
principles of counter-cultural subversion, and 
I think Deleuze and Guattari’s work does 
what I’m describing: it overflows cybernetic 
control through an excess of nomadic desire, 
in an aesthetic equivalent to the kinds of 
guerrilla tactics that were able to overcome 
the rationalist battlefield strategies of the US 
imperial system in Vietnam. Much of what 
we think of as avant-garde art still tries to 
pursue this kind of disruptive, overflowing 
movement. However, what the strategy 
of subversion ultimately led to, when 
postmodern capitalism had finished recycling 
it back into a new functional pattern, was the 
optimistic emphasis on innovation that was 
characteristic of the New Economy. Second-
order cybernetics, reborn as complexity 
theory, became the master discourse of the 
1990s, of post-modernism, of the Internet 
boom: it was the cynical reason of immaterial 
labor, something I already more or less 
described in “The Flexible Personality.” 
Semiotic chaos was made into a productive 
principle, as becomes clear when you look at a 
landmark book like “Increasing Returns and 
Path Dependency in the Economy” published 
by W.B. Arthur in 1994, which specifically 
focuses on the role of positive feedback in the 
creation of financial values. But this kind of 
economic logic couldn’t last, it was just too 
unstable. In parallel to the collapse of the 
World Trade Towers and the New Economy, 
what we saw coming to the fore, with 
incredible suddenness, were more militant 

Commissions Act.
 In the face of the long-term bid by the US 

to achieve a kind of total planetary lockdown, 
societies in danger have reacted in two ways: 
by developing dangerous and aggressive 
forms of chaotic emergence, and by plunging 
into archaic religious identities which do 
not obey the rational models of mainframe 
cybernetics. In other words, they have reacted 
by risking the future and hiding in the past, 
which is the symptomatic movement that we 
identified last year with the phrase “neolib 
goes neocon.” The Bush administration itself 
has become at once archaic, in its dependency 
on a religious address to world populations, 
and hypermodern, in its attempt to institute 
a molecular surveillance of the future. But 
there’s no room for a sane response on those 
two opposed planes: what we need is a way to 
survive and flower in a present that’s open to 
becoming and otherness. So all of the above is 
just a more precise, perhaps deeper and more 
urgent way of asking the basic question: What 
to do in the face of the double movement of 
contemporary capitalism with its disastrous 
consequences? Or in other words, how can we 

“subvert” (if that’s still the word) a system that 
is so dramatically and dangerously failing in 
its simultaneous attempts to instrumentalize 
the archaic and to preempt emergence? 

16 beaver: Based on that response, one 
question is whether what you outline above 
is compatible with a multi-scale social 
ontology as proposed by some thinkers 
like Manuel De Landa (consisting of 
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individuals, families, groups, communities, 
neighborhood associations, social and 
cultural groups, activist groups, small 
and medium sized corporations, unions, 
courts, towns, cities, city councils, regional 
groups, universities, large enterprises, 
states, state governments, nations, federal 
governments, national political organizations, 
media organizations, lobby groups, NGOs, 
international bodies, int’l courts, global 
corporations, conglomerates, trading 
blocs....)? The question is not meant to 
undermine the proposals we have examined 
so far, nor to reject the assertion that there 
are extremely powerful forces attempting 
to preempt emergence, nor even to deny the 
fact that there are large concentrations of 
power in the hands of a shrinking number 
of players.  It is meant instead to demand a 
theoretical approach that does not reduce 
the complexity of our societies – an approach 
which makes it more plausible to retain 
spaces for contradiction as well as spaces for 
hope, for the heterogeneous potentialities 
which will alter the course of history.

bh: Well, I definitely agree, and what we 
are doing together is predicated on that 
approach. But to acknowledge the existence 
of multiple actors and a multi-scalar society 
is one thing, to know what to do with it is 
another! The very quandary of democracy 
has always been the uncertainty of moving 
through those scales, compounded by the 
question of whether one would really want 
access to the power techniques used by 

the larger formations to manipulate the 
smaller ones, to homogenize them and 
make their actions knowable, predictable, 
steerable. The unpleasant suspicion that 
you are being steered, and the difficulty, or 
more often the impossibility, of going high 
enough up the ladder to challenge that 
steering effect and ask for more transparent 
decision-making procedures, is one of the 
things that can literally drive people nuts 
under the paradoxical regime of democracy, 
which says you are free to participate in the 
drafting and interpretation of the collective 
law, but then consistently proves the 
contrary. One of the traditional responses 
to this problem has been to become more 
deliberate, to participate in or actually 
develop structures which are at once larger 
than the immediate forms of face-to-face 
association, yet at the same time contain both 
ethical cultures and formal procedures to 
make sure that individuals and small groups 
still have some input. I don’t think that kind 
of deliberate action should be discounted, 
and the emergence of new parties, unions, 
NGOs, or the reform of old ones, is always 
worth attention. That’s also why I keep 
intervening in formal art institutions and 
university programs, and encouraging group 
interventions, though always from a position 
of relative autonomy. I admire tenacious 
people who are able to introduce change and 
experimentation on those levels and I want to 
contribute. But the present-day situation has 
seen a real paralysis of most of those formal 
structures, which becomes clear when you 

look at the paradigmatic case of the political 
party.

In the late nineteenth century, there were 
a lot of reasons for individual politicians to 
accept party discipline, one of them being 
that the party provided a new place and a new 
set of rules for the decision-making process, 
outside the cacophony of the parliaments. 
So increasingly, in the twentieth century, 
policy was worked out at the headquarters 
of parties, which then confronted each other 
as voting blocs in the parliaments. Another 
advantage of the party was that it could have 
a broad popular membership, which proved 
essential for gathering information about 
what people really want in a democracy. And 
the fact of being consulted, of participating in 
workshops or surveys devoted to a particular 
issue, perhaps even of going out on the 
street to ask questions as a party member 
addressing a general public, all that helped 
create loyalty at the voting booth – another 
essential attraction for the politicians. But 
the professionally conducted opinion 
poll, then in recent years the focus group, 
gradually replaced the function of broad party 
membership as an information-gathering 
device; and the function of advertising, then 
of the campaign as an integrated spectacle, 
also replaced the older, more organic ways 
of motivating people’s votes. So everywhere 
today, the political party has become a 
televisual juggernaut piloted by a sociological 
research arm, which serves only to get 
the voters out once every few years, while 
the specialized political-economic deals 

required to raise money for those studies 
and campaign extravaganzas are struck in 
private rooms under a veil of ignorance and 
manipulated information, and at levels of 
complexity which citizens are completely 
unprepared to understand. This same kind of 
phenomenon also crops up at the municipal 
scale, the corporate scale, the branch scale 
in unions, the state or national scale in big 
NGOs and so on, to the point where the idea 
of moving freely between them becomes a 
real fiction! The need for very large actors to 
operate at the world scale and at the speeds 
made possible by modern communications 
and transportation finally makes leaders just 
give up the whole pretense of any complex 
give-and-take between the different groups 
and organizations you mentioned, to the 
point where someone like Bush says, almost 
immediately after taking office, and I quote, 

“If this were a dictatorship, it would be a heck 
of a lot easier, just so long as I’m the dictator.” 
Under the pretext of urgency, people with 
that kind of mentality will actually set about 
destroying the possibility of any bottom-
up relationship between the scales, just as 
the Israeli military methodically destroyed 
the brand-new civil communication and 
transportation infrastructure this summer in 
Lebanon, and over the last year or so in Gaza.

16 beaver: This is why we wanted to add a 
fourth text to our list of shared references: 
a chapter from the Retort book Afflicted 
Powers, entitled “The State, the Spectacle 
and September 11.” Their book raises various 
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critical questions and points where we 
may diverge from their analysis. But one 
interesting link to us is their discussion of the 
current regime’s need both for “failed states” 
abroad and for “weak citizenship” at the 
centers of capitalism.

bh: Yes, the Retort book is one of the 
few major statements to have come out of 
radical artistic circles in the United States. 
They make an essential point when they 
say that state power now “depends more 
and more on maintaining an impoverished 
and hygienized public realm, in which only 
the ghosts of an older, more idiosyncratic 
civil society live on.” That’s what I was 
describing above. Interestingly, they tend 
to see the spectacle cracking in the wake of 
September 11 – and I think that’s even more 
true outside the country. September 11 and 
its consequences have brought many people 
to a shared understanding that traverses all 
the borders. We are becoming increasingly 
conscious that we live, not just in any one city 
or country or region, but in a world society: 
a world constantly traversed by people 
with multiple belongings, people who are 
acutely aware both of the interdependence 
of supposedly autonomous organizations, 
political units and sovereign power blocs, and 
also of the extreme fragility of the networks 
that link us all together. Never before has 
so vast a conversation and interchange been 
possible, even if it does not mean that any 
new articulations of power are necessarily 
emerging. What has emerged, despite all 

attempts to preempt it, is something like 
a resistance power, the power of people to 
block off the very worst, to self-organize in 
fundamentally negative, but still very joyful 
and cooperative ways, which I find extremely 
promising. What this seems to mean, in 
cultural and intellectual terms, is that every 
small meeting or working session is in reality 
just one temporarily active condensation 
of the immense and continuing process 
that is leading to the formation of a global 
public opinion and of a felt public space on 
a world scale, which may be called upon, in 
the near future, to resist the worst of what 
our governments and corporate oligarchs 
are now preparing. Such resistance, each 
time it becomes necessary, can happen only 
through cooperative events whose contours 
and distributed intelligence we ourselves will 
have to invent. That’s what I call articulation. 
And what it suggests, in turn, is that what 
we say and do in such small meetings has 
more meaning and import than we are led 
to believe by the careerist and consumerist 
norms that have taken over the mediated 
surface of political spectacle.

Is it possible to fulfill a responsibility to 
this world conversation? Even in New York 
City at the heart of the financial district? 
We are proposing the Continental Drift 
experiment again because we believe it can 
have positive consequences, particularly 
in the arenas of art and activism that link 
most of us together. What we need, I think, 
is just for everyone who participates to take 
some small, self-assigned and untabulated 

responsibility for the practical unfolding 
of the event as it happens, and above all, to 
prepare in advance for the expression of a 
certain number of inquiries, activities and 
concerns, along with a readiness to listen to 
what all the others have prepared. We are 
organizing a “program” of contributions, 
as before; but experience shows that the 
program is only activated and made useful by 
the multiple proposals that undercut it, over-
arch it and generally loosen the collective 
tongue, proposals that feed the intellect and 
the imaginary. “Articulating the Cracks” is 
the theme of this session. We have to find 
ways to make our activities more resonant. 
The shattering of old complacencies is an 
invitation to join all those who have taken the 
crisis of the present as a springboard. 
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After 9/11 and its worldwide consequences, after the travesty of Iraq’s 
supposed weapons of mass destruction, after the collapse of the 
project for an EU Constitution, after the banlieue riots in France 
and all they reveal about neocolonial racism on the Old Continent, it 
might be easier to agree that capital is really failing us, right now. But 
the important question is: who are “we”? And how do we experience 
the very real breakdowns of the immense and highly abstracted 
articulation of society that goes under the name of capital? How to 
map out that articulation, as it changes over time to reach a point of 
permanent crisis? How to locate and name the living flesh of capital 
failure?

Capital (It Fails Us Now) is a song by the English punk band The 
Gang of Four, written in the early 1980s. It is also the name of an 
exhibition held in Oslo, Norway, and Tallinn, Estonia, in 2005-2006.01 
It’s a continuing condition and an uncertain tomorrow. Using a 
few crumbs from the final budget of the former Nordic Institute for 
Contemporary Art, I traveled to Oslo and Tallinn to ask questions 
about the metamorphosis of the state over the last two decades, which 
have seen the fall of the Soviet empire, the emergence of the Baltic 
republics and the sea change of the Scandinavian social democracies.02 
In what follows I will focus on the changing forms of the capitalist 
state, within a Northern European context that is structured not 
only by its shaky supranational architecture, but also by far-ranging 
transformations of the world economy.

Invisible States
Europe in the Age of Capital Failure
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The point is not to expect salvation or damnation from what 
Engels famously referred to as “the ideal collective capitalist.”03 
Instead, the point is to create a framework for understanding the 
transformations of an institutional and legal mix (the state) that 
attempts to mediate, on the one hand, between the inhabitants of 
a national territory and the individual capitalist enterprises that 
organize their productivity; and on the other, between this bounded 
national territory and the relatively anarchic transnational space 
into which it is inserted by the constant flux of trade, investment, 
interstate alliances and relations of force.

Within the world-system composed by the capitalist democracies 
of the post-wwii era, the state has in effect been called upon to act 
a kind of double filter, articulating the specific relations between its 
various classes of inhabitants as well as their general relations with 
the outside world. In this respect, the state is – or has attempted to 
be – the “integral of power formations.”04 The postwar democratic 
state has claimed to be an integrally public and fully transparent 
articulation between all the conflicting forces at play in the human 
universe, including not only the powers of capital and its associated 
imperatives of military production and warfare, but also the expressed 
needs and desires of populations outside any economic logic or will 
to domination. It is the existence of this claim, or this aspiration 

– concretized for a time in what was known as “the welfare state” – that 
allows us to speak of the failure of capital. But it is also this democratic 
claim that is clearly and inexorably breaking down, as the form and 
function of the mediating national state morphs and reconfigures 
under the pressure of global economic forces and conflicting wills to 
dominance.

The result of the breakdown is a murky, opaque society, a world 
of unexpected clashes and fires in the night. What we should then 
explore – if there is any wish to even begin rediscovering a “we” – is 
the very texture of this opacity: the forms of capital failure.05 Which 
are also the forms of our lives today.

metamorphoses of the welfare state
In an article published in 1982, and destined to become an enduring 

definition of a fast-disappearing reality, the American 
specialist in international relations John Gerard Ruggie 
described the structure of the post-wwii economic 
compromise as “embedded liberalism.”06 This was before the 
days of US Army journalism, when one could still aspire to 
express complex meanings. Ruggie borrowed his key term 
from an anthropologist, Karl Polanyi, who had maintained 
that in all known societies prior to that of nineteenth-
century England, exchanges of goods were embedded in an 
institutional mix, indeed in a human ecology: there was no 
separation between specifically economic calculations and 
a broader set of social reciprocities regulating the care and 
reproduction of land (i.e. the natural environment), labor (the 
human body/mind) and money itself (whether the cowrie 
shells of the Trobriand Islanders, or the fiduciary currencies 
of nation-states). Polanyi showed that the development of 

English economic liberalism, propelled by the industrial revolution 
and extended to worldwide dimensions by the gold standard, had 
effectively disembedded the economy from society, transforming 
land, labor and money into what he called “fictitious commodities,” 
continuously bought and sold on a supposedly “self-regulating 
market.”07 

Why are these three commodities any different 
from the average widget? The thing that makes 
them “fictitious,” in Polanyi’s sense, is that their 
production and sustainable reproduction is not 
ensured by market mechanisms. Land that isn’t cared 
for beyond the cycle of a cash-crop or a mineral dig 
can be durably blighted by misuse; labor with no 
life-support outside the workplace can be physically 
destroyed by downward pressure on wages; and the 
very medium of exchange, money, can be discredited 
by speculative trading of promissory notes without 
regard for the institutions from which their value 
derives. All these phenomena, which had been 
observed since the Industrial Revolution, were 
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experienced at their cruelest extremes during the early twentieth 
century, most acutely during the Great Depression of the 1930s – and 
Polanyi was hardly alone in identifying the liberal doctrines of free 
trade and self-regulating markets as the underlying causes of the wars 
themselves. The essence of the postwar international regime could 
therefore be portrayed by Ruggie as an attempt to “re-embed” the 
worldwide economy of liberalism within territorial systems of checks 
and balances, regulated at the level of the nation-state.

“Embedded liberalism” described the effort to reconcile the benefits 
of international trade with the kinds of domestic policies of full 
employment and social welfare that had first emerged (though in 
disastrously isolationist forms) during the period of closed currency 
zones and trading blocs in the 1930s. The postwar instruments of 
this reconciliation were regulated international currency exchange 
(the Bretton Woods treaties), import quotas and tariffs to protect 
certain productive sectors (the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade) and labor legislation and social programs (the domestic 
welfare states). This compromise, striking a balance between the 
two normative principles of domestic well-being and international 
free trade, provided what Ruggie called the “generative grammar” of 
postwar interstate relations, shaping the possible forms of action 
by the participating states and contributing to what he called “the 
internationalization of political authority.”

Closer to our time, the regulation-school economist Bob Jessop has 
developed the most comprehensive description of the general form 
or ideal-type of the capitalist state that resulted from the postwar 
compromise.08 He calls it the “Keynesian Welfare National State” 
(kwns), in reference to the economist and statesman John Maynard 
Keynes, the British negotiator at Bretton Woods. Keynes was the first 
to theorize the full employment of the working classes, supported 
by government debt-financing of works projects, social services and 
social insurance payments. He saw full employment as the source 
of “effective demand,” which could spur industrial economies to 
virtuous cycles of continuous growth. The application of this type 
of policy accompanied the postwar exportation to Canada, Western 
Europe, Australia and New Zealand of the American Fordist model 

of industrial development, driven by large, multi-divisional, vertically 
integrated mass-production corporations. These were the engines 
of extraordinary economic expansion for some thirty years, in the 
context of the reconstruction boom in Europe and at a time when 
mass production had not yet begun in most other regions of the world 
(excepting Japan and the Asian “tiger” economies, which developed 
more centrally planned or authoritarian variations on the Euro-
American model). 

The Keynesian pattern of state intervention took on different 
shapes depending on the size and political culture of the country in 
question, with the most purely social-democratic forms developing in 
Scandinavia. The aim (and the some extent, the result) was to create a 
nexus of supportive and reparative institutions in which competitive 
economic functions could be embedded, so that their violence could 
be tempered, softened. Today, for better and often for worse, the 
kwns (and the white, male, industrial factory worker who was its 
privileged subject) still serves as the normative and nostalgic horizon 
for discussions of public economic policy. But the interest of Jessop’s 
analysis, and of the regulation school more generally, is to help us 
to see how a change in the “generative grammar” of international 
relations, from the mid-1970s onward, has provoked a gradual 
metamorphosis of the forms of the state, which would only be given 
clear ideological expression with the “Third Way” programs of the 
British New Labour party at the close of the century.

What happened to the compromise of embedded liberalism? 
As markers of its crisis, all the historians point to the breakdown 
of the Bretton Woods currency system in the period of 1968-71 
and the emergence of the floating exchange regime, the oil shock 
and recession of 1973-75, and more broadly, the spread of Fordist 
production throughout the world and the resultant saturation of 
markets for mass-produced industrial goods. Equally important from 
a more radical viewpoint were the high levels of labor militancy, the 
rejections of bureaucratic normalization and the widespread protests 
against the colonial and imperialist postures of the Western powers.09 
The industrialized countries were beset with persistent conditions 
of industrial stagnation coupled with inflationary wage-price spirals 
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(“stagflation”), and from the mid-1970s onward, the decline of the 
United States itself was widely predicted. More recently, however, 
understanding has grown of the way that the US hegemon was able 
to convince the rest of the world to go on funding what seemed to be 
a terminally indebted economy, both by forcing OPEC countries to 
continue pricing their oil in dollars, and more broadly, by ensuring 
that dollar-denominated financial markets remain the most highly 
performing investment destination for global liquidity – among other 
things, because only those markets are insulated from the violent 
exchange-rate swings that periodically affect all other currencies 
with respect to the dollar.10 The upshot of all this has been to make 
the US (with its sophisticated financial markets, its control over 
transnational institutions like the IMF and the World Bank, its far-
reaching media sector and its unparalleled army) into the institutional 
support-structure of what, for all other economic agents, is essentially 
a stateless world currency, a necessary but uncontrollable medium 
of exchange. Thus the dollar remained the linchpin of the floating 
exchange regime, while the sophisticated forms of credit-money 
multiplied around it (futures, options, swaptions and the entire 
panoply of derivatives, managed in direct competition with national 
fiduciary currencies by hedge-fund operators like George Soros).

From the early 1980s onward, this new position of the US as 
an extremely aggressive world financial player, with its industrial 
production shifting toward a strategic focus on cutting-edge 
growth technologies (stimulated and directed by lavish defense 
spending), gave it every reason to force greater trade and investment 
liberalization on all the countries that wanted access to its gigantic 
and endlessly debt-financed consumer markets. The IMF emerged 
as the global prophet and enforcer of this liberalization, which was 
to be coupled with austerity policies for all governments other than 
that of the hegemon.11 The liberalization of foreign direct investment 
(and the ultimate disappearance of the revolutionary threat posed 
by really-existing Communism) meant that much more productive 
plant could be located outside the core countries of the world-system, 
and therefore, beyond the reach of the national labor and ecology 
movements. A new pattern of global circulation then took form, where 

formerly underdeveloped countries (such as China) could export not 
only raw materials, but also high-level manufactured goods; while the 
professionals of the former industrial core would focus on financial 
management, technological innovation, project coordination, and 
cultural services (including tourism, which has become one of the 
largest sectors of the world economy). Such was the basic system 
of constraints – the underlying grammar of international relations 

– that generated the initial trend toward what Jessop analyzes as the 
swpr: the “Schumpeterian Workfare Postnational Regime,” named 
in reference to the Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter, who 
focused on entrepreneurial innovation as the motor of economic 
growth.12 What’s indicated with that reference is the transformation 
of the welfare state according the requirements of the transnational 
information economy.

The swpr, also known as the “competition state,” does 
not represent the clean break with welfare and the eclipse of 
interventionist “big government” that is usually evoked in simplistic 
descriptions of neoliberalism. Instead it signifies a deep and still-
ongoing modification in the ways that intervention is carried out, for 
whom, and to what ends. The former goal of extending employment 
and benefits programs to all citizens is effectively cast aside, having 
become impossible under the conditions of functionally borderless 
economies. The wage is treated, not as a source of effective demand 
to be propped up for the general good, but instead as a factor 
of production among others, which can be pushed downward 
according to the needs of the competitive struggle. The primary 
focus of intervention now becomes high-quality information access 
and lifelong education: in other words, the grooming of the most 
productive citizens for innovation in transnational knowledge and 
image markets, whose operations can no longer be regulated by a 
national state, but only adapted to by a postnational regime, which 
seeks insofar as possible to influence the parameters within which 
productive individuals make free choices.

A pattern of changes in the forms of state intervention then sets 
in, which is fulfilled unequally, depending on the specific conditions 
of each country. These changes are often proposed in the form of 
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“performance-based contracts” between public administrations and 
citizens. Automatic unemployment benefits, suspected of encouraging 
idleness, tend to be scrapped in favor of workfare “activation” 
programs that require continuous job searches, compulsory retraining, 
or community service (with the Danish “flexicurity” model becoming 
the new paragon of perfectly calibrated government intervention 
to meet the needs of a high-turnover job market). In the name of 
efficiency (but also as a disguised form of societal indoctrination) the 
former notion of public services provided to citizens is replaced by 
that of “public enterprises” competing with each other on subsidized 

“quasi-markets” for the patronage of non-paying “customers.” 
Vouchers or compensatory tax breaks may also be offered to those 
who prefer private service-providers, notably in the areas of health 
and education. Voluntarist or charitable “third sector” associations 
(often religious in nature) are called upon to fill in the gaps of stripped-
down social programs; while in business operations, centralized state 
regulation is limited in favor of “governance” exercised by networks 
of interested parties or “stakeholders.” Infrastructures to support 
high value-adding sectors, which would formerly have been built by 
employment-generating state agencies as a form of pump priming for 
the Keynesian economy, are now done almost exclusively by “public-
private partnerships” (ppps), which are renowned (justifiably or not) 
for their superior efficiency – and which above all do not create more 
fiscal liabilities on the state’s unemployment or retirement rolls.

This is the basic repertory of the “New Public Management” that 
has spread from Britain throughout the formerly social-democratic 
countries (including Norway in particular), and has also been 
proposed as a model of state-formation for the post-socialist countries 
of the former East.13 The avowed aim of its neoliberal ideologues is 
to gradually strip the public sector down to the hardcore functions 
of a night-watchman state: police, justice, diplomacy and army. But 
for electoral reasons that goal can never be attained, at least not in 
northwestern European lands, because it would require a break with 
too many core constituencies, even on the right side of the political 
spectrum. Full neoliberal “regime shift” has occurred only in a few 
countries, primarily the US and Britain. Elsewhere, what results are 

subtle but far-reaching changes in the way the state 
socializes its populations, the kinds of expectations 
it cultivates, the types of subjectivity it fosters.14 
Thus the “disembedding” of the transnational 
economy from its sustaining institutional nexus 
is accomplished under the veil of a persistent, but 
increasingly attenuated and gradually hollowed-out 
social democracy.15 The hope, it seems, is that the 

gaping zones of exclusion and the alienation of entire 
populations can be covered over for just a little while 
longer – until the productive classes have learned to 
take responsibility for cultivating their own blindness.

toward a new political ecology
A deeper understanding of the structural 
transformations that have come to bear upon the 
European societies obviously requires consideration 
of the European Union, in its relationship of 
cooperation and competition with the United States. 
Postwar European reconstruction was decisively 
influenced by the US, first via the Marshall Plan, 
then through the formation of NATO. For the US, 
Europe was less an export market than a region 
for direct foreign investment and the implantation 
of industry. This was chiefly done in Germany, the 
largest and most industrially advanced European 
nation, whose postwar constitution had been written 
by the United States. The creation of the European 
Economic Community offered an expanded market 
for US corporations established in Germany, and as 
such received strong US encouragement.16 In the 
1960s and 70s, only France resisted the fundamental 
Americanization of Europe; but even there, the 
resistance was merely gestural and diplomatic. Yet 
as understanding grew, in the 1980s, of the ways in 
which the US had succeeded in changing the rule-sets 
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of global production and trade, European elites came to press for a 
single means of exchange that would lessen their dependence on the 
dollar as the de facto international reserve currency. Monetary union 
was proposed in 1986 with the Single European Act, launched in 1992 
with the Maastricht treaty, and completed with the introduction of 
paper notes in 2002. In order to escape similar dependence on the 
American consumer market, the European Economic Area (EEA) was 
created in 1994, and has been continuously expanded since then. It 
should be noted that despite its refusal to be part of the EU, Norway 
is a fully fledged member of EEA, via the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA), of which it was a founding member as far back as 
1960. In this way it has become something like an invisible member of 
a purely functional, non-democratic European economic union.

From 1994 onward, a specular rivalry can be observed between 
European expansion and the process of hemispherical integration in 
the Americas. The EU tends to become the distorted mirror-image of 
NAFTA – though without recognizing itself as such. In many ways, 
it is again the embedding and disembedding of liberalism that is at 
stake. From the idealizing perspective of European social democrats, 
monetary union and the single market should allow the reconstitution 
of a domestic territory outside the dictates of the world market, so that 
social relations can be regulated democratically, not just economically. 
Indeed, the classic European diplomatic posture is to insist on such 
regulation; and the EU’s leading cosmopolitan philosopher, Jürgen 
Habermas, constantly invokes the normative horizon of a “world 
domestic policy” (Weltinnenpolitik).17 But one should never forget 
that the EU only functions as a democracy at one remove, via the 
Council of Ministers and the European Commission, both of which 
emanate from the arcana of national administrations, leaving room 
for only very limited direct representation of the continent’s voters in 
the European Parliament. And behind the internationalist symbols 
of the Hague Court and the Kyoto climate-control protocols, the EU’s 
tendency toward an objective alliance with the US within the World 
Trade Organization, against the demands of the Global South, reveals 
a quite different function of international public law. As Peter Gowan 
remarks: “The imperial secret of the whole concept lies in who writes 

the rules in the first place... The model here, of course, is the European-
inspired WTO which presents its rules as rooted in universalist-liberal 
free trade norms while in fact they are a concoction of positive law 
rules serving Atlantic capitalist interests.” 18

A similar pattern can be seen within the really-existing domestic 
territory of the EU, particularly since the ten-member enlargement of 
May 2004. The result of the enlargement is a three-part division: Core 
Europe, New Europe, and what might be termed “Edge Europe,” i.e. 
the peripheral countries to the south and east of the current borders. 
Ideally, the social rights of the core countries would be extended 
through redistribution programs to the new members, while foreign 
aid and the umbrella of cosmopolitan trading laws would allow the 
gradual integration of the peripheral zones, whose resources and 
labor forces are, in any case, streaming into the center. In reality, a 
hierarchy emerges between the full citizens of Core Europe, who 
expect some democratic control over the evolution of their societies; 
the subordinated citizens of New Europe, whose political privileges 
have been substantively weakened by the loss of economic control 
over their industries and the westward migration of their younger 
and more educated people; and the dominated populations of Edge 
Europe, whose territories and resources are wide open to exploitation 
by transnational corporations – and whose rights, if they are migrants, 
can be curtailed arbitrarily, as was painfully shown by the experience 
of French citizens of African origin under the state of emergency in 
November 2005.

A New European country like Estonia exemplifies this three-tiered 
situation. Its most promising industries and the mainstays of its 
banking sector were snatched up by corporate investors from the 
core countries (particularly Finland and Sweden) in the wake of 
the worldwide financial crisis of 1997-98. Meanwhile, the country’s 
enormous Russian-speaking population – imported from across the 
empire to work in the Soviet versions of Fordist industry – languishes 
for the most part without employment and without any right to 
citizenship and a passport, which are unobtainable without mastery 
of the complex Estonian language. This means that full-fledged 
Estonian citizens occupy what at times can seem like a narrow strip 
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of their own small country, between the economic incursions of their 
more powerful European neighbors and the inconvenient presence 
of a former working class which they feel they did not ask for, and 
to whom, in any case, they cannot really speak. The current heroin 
epidemic among this former working-class population, and the 
explosion of HIV that inevitably accompanies it, raises the specter 
of a long-term condition of ghettoization and social exclusion, with 
the attendant development of the police apparatus and prison 
complexes that have been characteristic of neoliberal regime-shifts. 
Under these circumstances, the formation of a state to match far-off 
Keynesian standards of inclusion and social welfare is more than just 
difficult. Leaders, parties and political programs succeed each other 
in a confusing whirl; and what stands out from the rest is the default 
option of nationalist populism.

But just how far from that same sort of predicament are the 
hollowed-out social-democratic states of the European core, including 
Norway and the other Scandinavian lands? The generative grammar 
of global liberalism – which has structured the development of the 
EU, and was even written into the articles of its proposed constitution 

– has given rise to an extraordinarily dynamic upper-middle class, 
whose members, often involved in the business of culture, are able to 
switch countries, languages and affective universes with an ease and 
fluency that could be staggering, if there were any outside perspective 
from which to judge it. However, the very acceleration of transport 
and transaction tends to isolate the rarefied upper echelon of the core 
populations within a highly cohesive network of mobility, insulated 
from the increasingly heterogeneous composition of the societies 
they live in (or move through). The decline of the old working classes 
and the relative eclipse of national traditions in favor of a syncretic, 
recombinatory culture, coupled with the arrival of new service classes 
and technology specialists from Edge Europe and beyond, makes it 
very difficult for the would-be reformers of state services to craft a 
political platform that can appeal to any kind of majority. The needs of 
the rising sectors of society and of the financial elites will be satisfied 
in any case, since these are the foundation stones and principal clients 
of the SWPR state-form. But to address the people outside the ideal 

profiles of the knowledge-workers and the corporate financiers, two 
basic solutions present themselves, which are generally taken together. 
The first is to cut sectoral deals for specific voting blocs: farmers, 
unionized industrial workers, functionaries, small businessmen, 
state pensioners, etc., all of whom still have access to established 
representational mechanisms dating back to the Fordist era. And 
the second solution is to cover over those sectoral deals with a broad 
populist rhetoric of national identity and national dramas, which do 
not necessarily exist in reality.

The obvious danger in Core Europe today is that of slipping into 
a new political ecology of fear, which sutures the gaps between 
diverging social fractions by the knee-jerk scapegoating of the easiest 
targets, who are the immigrants, the people gathered to do the jobs 
that aging Core Europeans no longer desire to perform, or are no 
longer allowed to perform in an economy that needs under-the-table 
employment as the only possible way to compress the wage-variable 
and continue making a profit in a fiercely competitive economy. 
To manipulate the figure of the immigrant as a security threat (or 
even worse, of the Muslim as a civilizational threat) is the most 
expedient way to cover up much more difficult negotiations over the 
dismantling of the old welfare state, while avoiding complaints about 
its replacement by a hodgepodge of changing dispositions that obey 
no particular sense of justice or even economic rationality. And the 
problem is that this dynamic of scapegoating and cover-up can only 
get worse, as core populations grow older and more immigrants are 
called in to replace them, despite the growing crunch on work permits 
and residency papers. The question then becomes, why does such 
an obviously short-sighted tactic seem to be spreading throughout 
Europe? Why are we looking at the rise of liberal-fascism, and talking 
about something else? What explains this inability to see the future, 
when it’s already right here before our eyes?

chances of vision
In the finance-driven, networked economy of the postnational 
competition regimes, it is necessary to add a fourth “fictitious 
commodity” to Polanyi’s list of three (land, labor and money). This 
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fourth fictitious commodity is knowledge, in a spectrum of forms 
ranging from science, technology and law to literature, cooking 
and everyday know-how. Its production depends on long-term 
institutionalized learning and teaching experiences, publicly available 
libraries, archives, museums and databanks, internalized modes 
of individual self-cultivation, urban spaces of improvisational or 
structured group interaction, processes of hybridization between 
different cultural traditions, the constitution of critical and dissident 
discourses ranging from punk rock and poetry slams to networks of 
concerned scientists or alliances of traditional and organic farmers, 
and so on through a near-infinite spectrum of practices whereby 
objective observation, theoretical abstraction, individual expression 
and patterns of social solidarity are laid down in complex traces 
and artifacts that can be taken up and transformed by successive 
individuals, groups and generations. The impossibility of completely 
functionalizing this subtle interweave of practices and motivations 
is obvious, and was recognized throughout the long era of national 
institution-building, from the early nineteenth century onward 
in most parts of the Western world. As Jessop writes concerning 
education during the Keynesian period: “In stylized terms that 
were never fully matched in reality, we can say that education was 
expected to promote equality of access and opportunity, to create 
the basis for a talented and just ‘meritocracy’ that would undermine 
inherited class and status structures, to create, codify and disseminate 
a shared national identity and culture appropriate to a universal and 
solidaristic welfare state, and to develop knowledgeable and critical 
citizens able and willing to participate in an expanding public sphere 
as well as a mass plebiscitary democracy.”19 In terms of practices, 
values, experiences of time and the other, the educational and cultural 
spheres undoubtedly formed the most complex institutional mix 
produced by the era of embedded liberalism.

The expansion of the state’s cultural and educational mandate and 
its hesitant extension to class, gender and ethnic groups that were 
formerly excluded from representation brought new conflicts and 
challenges to this institutional mix, which undertook a difficult period 
of transformation in the wake of 1968 and the decade of unrest that 

followed. It is precisely this “difficulty of representation,” precluding 
any simple reiteration of supposed national icons and values, that 
has been the source of most vitally engaging developments in culture 
over the last thirty years; and the same kind of questioning has even 
extended into a reevaluation of certain economic and technoscientific 
functions. However, with the educational streamlining of the Bologna 
process, the corporate sponsorship and instrumentalization of the 
arts and sciences, the retooling of national cultural institutions for 
the transnational tourist market and the pervasive trend toward the 
commodification of knowledge under intellectual property law, what 
is being challenged right now is the very ideal of the educational-
cultural sphere as the locus of a problematic quest for mutual 
understanding in a pluralist society. Indeed, the commodification of 
knowledge is the driving force and central goal of the Schumpeterian 
competition state, to the extent that the leading edge of capitalist 
production is redefined as technological and managerial innovation, 
particularly in the financial sphere. All the flowerings of human 
aspiration and experience are therefore treated not just as 
commodities, but as investments in an entrepreneurial self, as the 
economist Gary Becker suggests with his notion of “human capital.”20 
One of the ways Europeans now experience capital failure is when 
education and culture come packaged with a price tag that disfigures 
them, even when it doesn’t leave them completely out of reach.

Paradoxically, the damage caused by this capitalization of 
knowledge is at once a primary factor in societal blindness, and 
a chance to bring the new states of human coexistence under the 
neoliberal regimes to visibility. The collaboration of artists with social 
scientists, labor organizations and ecology movements during the 
recent cycle of antiglobalization counter-summits, and more recently 
around the theme of “precarious existence” in the flexible economy, 
has marked a step forward in the ability to name and describe the 
effects of the neoliberal transformation process. Art has become one 
of the means of investigation, akin to social science, but irreducible 
to it. Similarly, a transnational organization such as Attac, whose 
economic critique has gained a certain influence in social-democratic 
countries like Norway, seeks to make visible the negative influence of 
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a stateless, privatized currency on the fundamental realms of human 
labor and the natural environment, but also on the cultural-scientific 
domain that constitutes a second nature or an artificial environment 
(just as necessary as the air we breathe – and as likely to be polluted).21 
The growth of the Socialist Left Party in Norway (which obtained 
12.5% of the vote in the 2001 general elections) represents an attempt 
at a political translation of such investigations. When artists begin 
to explore the operations of capital, and to point directly to instances 
of capital failure, they are participating with their own expressive 
methods in a complex response to the gradual installation of 
the competition regime, imposed as a single set of exclusive and 
increasingly intolerant rules for the difficult and irrevocably multiple 
states of human coexistence in society. The process of exploring 
and interpellating these currently invisible states is one aspect of 
the broader effort to constitute social formations that might act in 
common, having not only shared objective interests but potentially 
even an interest in each other.

The problem, however, is not only the gradual phasing-out of 
national cultural institutions, together with their outdated canons 
of beauty and elitist ideals of identity. The deeper problem is that in 
order to survive as exploratory and transformative practices, and in 
order to generate enough interest and involvement to reconstitute 
a socialized cultural sphere under fresh auspices, the contemporary 
arts have to throw off their blatant or subtle dependence on the new 
corporate-oriented institutions that promote an opportunistic and 
flexible subjectivity. This is easier said than done, as is shown by the 
ambiguous relations between cultural producers on the museum 
circuit and activists seeking forms of organization for precarious 
labor.22 Because it is easy to invest in a little anguish over the 
biopolitical instrumentalization of one’s own creativity, in order to 
produce a new niche product for the originality markets – and it’s just 
as facile to criticize that investment. Indeed, hyperindividualization 
and the capitalization of everything seems to be the very formula for 
the breakdown of solidarities and the emergence of liberal-fascism. 
What’s more difficult – as those involved in the precarity movements 
are discovering – is to create lines of invention and critique that 

reinforce each other in their differences, across professional and class 
divides. In this respect, the role of knowledge producers in recreating 
an ability to say “we” is potentially decisive.23 By pursuing a new 
transvaluation of the old national values, it may be possible to arrive 
at what is now lacking: a sustainable constitution of multiplicity. But 
there is no assurance whatsoever that this potential will be realized.

The accession of ten new members to the European Union 
underscores the difficulty. The problem is that none of these 
countries can find any interest in maintaining the conditions of a 
welfare state which they cannot afford, and whose restrictions would 
block their own path to development. One can then only “join the 
union” on a battle footing, as proved by the preemptive drafting of 
certain former Eastern states into the Iraq war. Fighting to support 
the US petrodollar becomes a paradoxical guarantee of sovereignty, at 
the very moment of subsumption under a supranational hierarchy – 
as though the long-held project of becoming a fully fledged member 
of the EU could only be realized through a dream of the American 
way of life. To be sure, great dreams are natural and positive after 
decades of foreign occupation. But what some Estonian observers 
consider to be a contemporary culture of wish-fulfilling narcissism 
(punctuated or punctured by deep mistrust and aggressiveness) could 
also be understood as a way of coping with traumatic change, in 
the sense of the Polish sociologist Piotr Sztompka, who goes so far 
as to speak of a “trauma of victory.”24 How to lend tangibility and 
public visibility to theoretical freedoms that are not always matched 
by substantive improvements? An entire cartography of existence 
has been redrawn in fifteen years. The ambiguous class-status and 
uncertain integration of whole populations along Europe’s eastern 
rim, within and beyond the New Europe, marks the need for lucid 
and challenging artistic practices that can reveal and transform the 
unconscious conflicts that lurk beneath the surface of contemporary 
experience. Ways must be found to carry on this kind of work within 
the framework of new social relations that are unfolding across the 
entire European territory, at a time when cultural institutions have no 
clear mandate or support base for dealing with the difficult questions 
of identity and difference.
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These concerns must have felt distant to those who live in the state 
of Norway, outside most of the EU’s political constraints and close to 
the North Sea oil wells, with a newly elected center-left government 
coming into power in the fall of 2005 shortly before the exhibition 
Capital (It Fails Us Now) was opened to the public. The Norwegians 
inhabit a different cartography. Yet despite the hopes of intellectuals, 
the Socialist Left Party lost ground to traditional Labor in those 
elections; while the conservative liberal right-wing Progress Party, 
with its populist and racist leanings, received “only” 22% of the vote, 
making it the second largest force in the parliament. Is it possible for 
a small nation to steer itself safely through tumultuous changes in 
the world-system? For a few weeks that same fall, in the self-managed 
space of the UKS artists’ union in Oslo, highly abstracted forms of 
capital failure were on display. Behind them, just out of reach, one 
could almost glimpse the invisible states of the union. 
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We’ve heard a lot from urbanists and economic planners about the 
“creative city,” the “creative class” and the “creative industries.” To 
compare facts with fictions, I decided to take a little tour of one of the 
urban areas that have been specially designed to put the creativity into 
industry.

The Research Triangle is an unusually wealthy, unusually brainy 
metropolitan region of North Carolina, centered around the university 
towns of Chapel Hill, Durham and Raleigh, and home to about 
one-and-a-half million people. It owes its name and fame to the 
establishment in the late 1950s of a state-funded science park, the 
Research Triangle Park, which is a woodsy retreat for the R&D labs of 
giant transnational corporations. “Where the minds of the world meet” 
is the RTP motto.

Long before Silicon Valley or even Northern Italy, Research 
Triangle Park was the template for the creative industries. At the 
time, the phrase would have evoked men and women in white coats 
with test tubes in their hands, bringing you a better tomorrow with 
chemicals, plastics, nuclear radiation and color TV, all under the 
umbrella of the US government and its Cold War agendas. The RTP 
project can easily appear as its own caricature, like other relics of 
the 1950s. But is the present-day picture really that different? As our 
tour unfolds, we’re going to see that far more intricate private-public 
partnerships in the universities have taken up where the old-style 
science park left off, boosting employment and productivity and 

Disconnecting the Dots
of the Research Triangle
Corporatization, Flexibilization and Militarization
in the Creative Industries
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continually advertising the potential to do more, with the result 
that the Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill technopolis is being touted 
as a model for the emerging knowledge dumps of Europe. The 
question for everyone living downstream of the “Triangle model” is 
whether we want to throw away our minds in the restricted space of 
corporatization, flexibilization and militarization – the triple dead-end 
of the neoliberal knowledge economy.

entropy and its discontents
To raise a few doubts, I’m going to try something between thick 
geographical description and allegorical landscape. The approach has 
an illustrious predecessor. Some forty years ago and a few hundred 
miles to the north, the artist Robert Smithson proposed “A Tour 
of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey.” He was looking not at 
majestic beaux-arts sculptures but at freeway projects, or what he 
thought of as involuntary earthworks: “the Bridge Monument,” “the 
Great Pipe Monument,” “the Monument with Pontoons.” Smithson 
saw these infrastructure projects as ruins in reverse: “This is the 
opposite of the “romantic ruin” because the buildings don’t fall 
into ruin after they are built but rather rise into ruin before they are 
built.” 01 Coming of age in the era of peak production and planned 
obsolescence, Smithson was fascinated with the dark side of the 
American dream, what he conceived as the entropic nature of the 
industrial monuments. Their construction was imbued with invisible 
dissolution and decay, a hidden destiny of collapse and disorder 
that was fulfilled only a decade later, in the 1970s; he evoked it in 
a premonitory way through the black-and-white snapshots that 
illustrate his essay.

Ours is a much more optimistic age. The new monuments of 
the Research Triangle appear in bright digital color, like projected 
images, or life-sized advertisements for someone else’s utopia. As 
you glide by them in your air-conditioned American car – from 
the GlaxoSmithKline building and the National Center for the 
Humanities at Research Triangle Park, to the Nasher Museum on 
the Duke University campus, the Lucky Strike Water Tower at the 
American Tobacco Historic District in Durham, or even the brand-new 

County Jail right next door – what’s striking is that 
here in the South, in cities like Durham or Raleigh 
with historically important black communities, 
everything that looks the slightest bit monumental 
tends toward an increasingly pure, clinical white. 
Maybe this shade of “laboratory white” signifies a 
different type of entropic monument, beyond the 
limits of thermodynamics with its simple laws of 
energetic decay. And since the knowledge-based 
economy – with its emphasis on superstructure, not 
infrastructure – requires such extraordinary rates 
of data transmission, maybe this new entropy is of 
the kind that telecommunications engineer Claude 
Shannon famously ascribed to information.

Shannon is the founder of the “mathematical 
theory of communication.” Recall that for him, 

“meaning” is irrelevant: all that matters is the 
quantity of information, the ratio of signal to noise. 
More signal, less decay, less disorder – less entropy 
in short.02 Shannon’s ideal is maximum order, 
perfect transmission, negentropy, which literally 
means entropy in reverse. Now, negative entropy is 
held by modern science to be the characteristic of 
life, of growth. Which obviously has its economic 
connotations, in biotech for instance, where 
everyone constantly predicts the next great financial 
bonanza.03 The Research Triangle is banking 
heavily on biotech, as we shall see. Still there comes 
a point when you have to ask the question: where 
does all this knowledge-driven growth really lead? 
When the entire spectrum of human concerns, from 
knowledge and creativity to democracy, social justice 
and ecological sustainability, is subsumed under the 
single imperative of economic expansion, then the 
absolute purity of the informational signal becomes 
meaningless: it becomes indistinguishable from noise.
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In the knowledge-based economy growth just cranks up the 
level of white noise, destroying the very possibility of perception 
and rendering existence literally senseless. This is the core idea I’m 
going to offer, inseparable from the pixellated images of the Triangle 
monuments. The ever-expanding range of digital choice – starting 
from the 0/1 alternative, which is the essence of information – finally 
culminates in an arbitrary blur.

surface illusions
Let’s begin our tour of the negentropic monuments like any good 
tourist would, with the new UED or “urban entertainment destination” 
of the American Tobacco Historic District in Durham, right across 
the street from the County Jail. Once a factory for poison products, 
now a veritable leisure campus, still unfinished but already in full 
swing, it conforms in every way to Richard Florida’s descriptions 
of successful urban theme parks for the creative class, combining 
luxurious consumption environments with chic professional interiors, 
everywhere marked by the presence of art and design. Like any 
prosumer paradise, it calls out to the intellectual side of you, it offers 
you informative lectures accompanied by lunch or drinks, it includes 
an extension of Duke University and mingles PR firms with perky 
restaurant ideas – so you can do your corporate duty while having 
some innocent fun, or vice versa. In short, it’s a perfect architecture for 
what I call “the flexible personality.”04

It’s fascinating to go into such a place as it is being built, to see the 
underside of the façade, the material end of the immaterial labor, and 
then to follow the workers outside to the “ordinary” city, which now 
appears as an immense reserve of nostalgia and available space, ripe 
for gentrification. For your eyes only, every dilapidated building, every 
vacant lot, can be a Disney-in-waiting, just as the ruined American 
Tobacco factory once was. The whole seduction of the postmodern 
lies in its capacity to transform entire urban environments into 3-D 
images. Your pupils become the cinematic lens, reshaping everything 
through your own free experience. Yet back at the Historic District, 
paradox awaits: because this narcissistic mirror is all under copyright, 
and if you take out your camera to fulfill your artistic aspirations, 

you’ll be rapidly hailed by a security guard and required to sign a 
contract restricting any use of the images.

One could no doubt explore the ways that the exercise of 
copyrighted creativity gradually turns the open space of experience 
into a labyrinth of obligation, constraint and submission, subverted 
but also reinforced by the clandestine pleasures of immaterial 
piracy. It’s a perversely gratifying sort of game, with which American 
academics will be all too familiar. This would be perfect material for 
yet another exercise in what the literati like to call “theory” – after all, 
we’re at Duke, the stomping grounds of Fred Jameson, who wrote the 
definitive post-Marxist book on postmodernism.05 But maybe that 
would be a bit too much local color.

What I think is that in the Triangle all creation of images, and 
probably every activity subject to copyright, functions primarily 
as advertising for the region, laying a seductive gloss over a more 
fundamental vector of wealth production, which arises from the 
patenting of technological inventions. Between the two, copyrighting 
and patenting, there is a functional division of what has been called 

“immaterial labor.” That is, the creation of images helps you forget 
what’s really going on – even if today, in the up-to-date version of the 
spectacle society, it’s often yourself who’s doing the creating. And so it 
might be possible to say that there can be no critical approach to the 
creative industries without a dissolution of the commodity veil that 
both conceals and reinforces the relation between copyrighted image 
and patented technology. But this kind of ultra-leftist pronouncement 
is ultimately void without an examination of concrete situations, 
which always evolve in time, following their intrinsic trajectories. So 
now we’re going to have to put some history into our postmodern 
geography.

back to the future
Research Triangle Park, or RTP, is a separated, isolated space designed 
specifically for patent production. It was officially founded in 1959 
as a non-profit foundation, charged with developing, managing and 
gradually selling off a strip of unincorporated land four kilometers 
wide and fifteen kilometers long, close to the airport, well served by 
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freeways and theoretically just a twenty-minute drive from all the 
major universities of the metropolitan area. This is the place that 
brought you Astroturf and the Universal Product Code – but also 3-D 
ultrasound technology and AZT, the Aids treatment.

Initially it was conceived as a private venture, promoted by 
corporate officers of Wachovia bank and a local building contractor 
with the benevolent support of the governor’s office, Duke University 
and the University of North Carolina.06 The loftier goals were to 
stem the tide of unemployment in a state dominated by low-wage 
manufacturing and small-scale agriculture, and to halt the brain 
drain of educated youth. However, its backers soon realized that 
only clear commitments from the state and the universities would 
give corporations the confidence to locate their labs in a relatively 
unknown area of the American South. Public money was therefore 
raised for the Foundation, and the non-profit Research Triangle 
Institute (RTI) was installed alongside it, to perform contract research 
for government, business and industry. The aim of RTI was to spark 
interest in the park from social-science faculty who might like to 
try their hand at the messy practicalities of governance, while at the 
same time setting the example of a functioning business in the hopes 
of attracting private investors. IBM led the way, with the decision to 
build a 600,000 square-foot research facility in 1965. In 2006 there 
were some 137 corporate landowners in the park. In addition to IBM, 
residents included Nortel Networks, GlaxoSmithKline, Cisco Systems, 
Ericsson, BASF, Eisai, Biogen, Crédit Suisse and Syngenta, as well as 
a host of federal agencies. With its fifty-year history, RTP claims to be 
the premier science park in the world.

What you see on the tour is forest, parking lots, curving driveways, 
stop signs, heterogeneous buildings and omnipresent warnings 
prohibiting photography – this time for reasons of corporate secrecy. 
The architecture has a boxy, outdated look, recalling the shoddy 
modernist designs and Formica interiors of the postwar era. There 
is no housing anywhere on the grounds, as the whole point was to 
avoid incorporation into a municipality and thus be able to offer tax-
free status to the businesses. The original guidelines called for no 
industrial production, but they were eased to permit “approximately 

20%” manufacturing activity – a figure that no one suspects the 
sprawling IBM plant of ever having respected. Still the mainstay of 
the park is scientific innovation, recognized from the 1950s onward 
as the major driver of advanced economies. The sylvan landscaping, 
vast green lawns and endless jogging trails evoke the Apollonian 
imaginary of research in the 1950s and 1960s.

A building with the intriguing inscription of “Cape Fear” – the 
name of a North Carolina river – revealed nothing of any particular 
interest. Nonetheless, fear has a tacit currency at the RTP Foundation 
these days. A graph entitled “Expected Results,” distributed by the 
Foundation to visitors, shows the sharpest-ever decline in jobs in 
the park beginning in 2001, as well as a pronounced flattening in the 
curve of r&d firms moving in. While biotech and pharmaceutical 
companies remain strong, IBM has sold its manufacturing to the 
Chinese firm Lenovo, Nortel remains mired in the scandals of the 
new-economy bubble and Cisco has seriously cut back operations. The 
major upswing shown for the next six years, in dark black, is entirely 
hypothetical.

A regional report, entitled “Staying on Top,” notes further job 
losses in the rest of the Triangle area.07 Yet another one analyses 
critical weaknesses with respect to comparable regions in the US: 
failure to meet the needs of start-up companies, less opportunities for 
social interaction, a lower level of popular brand-name recognition, 
an absence of networking and awareness-raising mechanisms to 
encourage the creation of spin-offs.08 To that can be added the 
transport crisis: freeway bottlenecks at quitting time, when 40,000 
employees all simultaneously get behind the wheel.

To be sure, the last few open plots in the south of the park have 
recently been sold to massive financial institutions such as Fidelity 
and Crédit Suisse, looking to install backup facilities in the woods 
in case New York is ever bombed again. But a bunker mentality is 
hardly a key resource for the overwhelming priority that now obsesses 
corporate execs: namely, achieving the highest possible rank in global 
competitiveness. The hope seems to be that solutions will come from 
elsewhere.
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great expectations
Don’t forget you’re still on tour. Take the time for a leisurely stroll 
around the campus of the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill: admire the tree-covered grounds, the stately classical buildings. 
A blue banner stretched between the columns of the School of 
Information and Library Science proudly reads: “Ranked 1st in the 
Nation by U.S. News and World Report.” Make no mistake, that ranking 
is all-important. A little further on you’ll find what students call “the 
Pit”: a sunken plaza reserved for democratic expression, where a 
volunteer sandwich man gesticulates and vociferates, his personal 
billboard reading “Trust Jesus, Fear God.” The link between an 
ostentatious quest for the highest economic ranking and an intimate 
desire for salvation was revealed long ago by Max Weber.09 It has 
found an extraordinary new field of expression in neoconservative 
America, where public mores were decisively influenced in the 1990s 
by religiously oriented technophiles such as George Gilder.10 All this 
has had its consequences on education. The real “ruin in reverse” in 
the US today is the university and the minds it manufactures – the key 
resource on which the entire Triangle concept was based.  The campus 
itself is the ultimate negentropic monument.

The drive to restructure the educational system for a vastly more 
intensive production of patented technologies dates from the late 
1970s, when US corporations were perceived as losing technological 
leadership to Japan. The problem, according to sociologists Walter 
Powell and Jason Owen-Smith, was that at the cutting edges of 
industrial development, “research breakthroughs were distributed 
so broadly across both disciplines and institutions that no single 
firm had the necessary capabilities to keep pace.” 11 The solution has 
been to engineer a fusion between corporate appetites for technical 
innovation and the university’s capacity to span the most diverse 
domains of fundamental research – often at enormous capital expense, 
paid for by the public.

Two things were required for the transition from in-park secrecy 
to open cooperation between state, corporations and civil society. 
The first was a way to keep the acquired technologies functionally 
private, reserved for exploitation by a single licensee. The patenting 

of material formerly in the public domain accomplishes this, with 
worldwide profits, thanks to the extension of intellectual property 
treaties under the WTO. The second thing was a maximum of social 
legitimacy, a pure and unquestionable ideology of direct benefits 
for everyone, to maintain an unruffled equilibrium among all the 
minds that are destined to meet, even those still tempted to believe 
in outdated utopias of technological progress for the entire planet. 
This sense of inner balance in the face of rising inequality could be 
provided by the touchy-feely side of the new technologies, or what are 
now called “the creative industries.” Yet if you look around the world, 
what really meets your eyes behind the creativity façade is an updated 
version of classical imperialism, where intellectual property laws and 
IMF-guaranteed loans are used to extract profits from a global “South 
of the Border.” Is it too much to speak of a white ideology?

What gets lost, in the meeting of minds under the aegis of a 
search for excellence, is exactly that sense of utopian separation and 
critical reserve that campus architecture – and the whole concept of 
the modern university – was designed to foster. The appearance of 
religiously backed neoconservatism as the major US political actor 
in the bubble era, with its continuous injunction to “fear God,” has 
served above all as a distraction from the psychic consequences of 
the vast social overhaul carried out by neoliberal policy over the 
past thirty years, spurred on by a more basic narcissistic fear of 
competition from a distant, abstract other – no longer Japan, but now 
the strangely Americanized rising star of authoritarian communist 
neoliberal China.

intellectual incubators
The money’s the thing, where you’ll catch the conscience of the 
postmodern king. The same goes for educational reform as for genetic 
engineering. The archeology of the public university’s ruin goes way 
back to the invention of the Cohen-Boyer gene-splicing technique in 
1973, and its privatization by Stanford’s patent administrator, Niels 
Reimers. This was a significant event because it didn’t involve  an 
application but a primary research technique. And even more so 
because of the enormous profits it netted: some $300 million in the 
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seventeen years before the patent’s expiration.12 This is the magic 
number that made the creation of the University Patent Office 
inevitable.

The privatization of research formerly held in the public domain 
has been a long process, whose major phases have only recently 
been retraced. But there is a landmark piece of legislation in this 
story, something like the genetic code of the corporate university: the 
Bayh-Dole act of 1980.13 Passed in a context of rising international 
competition and declining federal funding for education, it served 
to codify the increasingly prevalent practice of patenting and 
commercializing publicly funded research. Exclusive licensing of 
inventions would be legal, even encouraged; and the inventors would 
be allowed and even required to take a cut of the profits. The keyword 
here is technology transfer, or the process of moving ideas as quickly 
as possible from laboratory to industry. This transfer has spawned 
two new identities: the professor as small-time entrepreneur, and the 
university as big business. A glance at one of the University of North 
Carolina websites reveals the basic procedure: 

The Office of Technology Development (OTD) manages inventions 
resulting from research conducted at UNC-Chapel Hill. OTD 
evaluates and markets UNC technologies, obtains intellectual 
property protection where appropriate, and licenses these 
technologies to industry. OTD also assists faculty in obtaining 
research support from corporate sponsors. OTD is dedicated to 
serving its faculty and helping corporations gain access to UNC’s 
technological resources. This process works best when companies 
first identify specific areas of scientific interest, OTD can then bring 
inventions to a company’s attention which specifically match those 
areas of interest. We invite companies to get to know us and hope 
you will think of us as a guide to the technology and collaborative 
opportunities available at UNC-Chapel Hill.14

In short, the university itself now takes charge, not only of the 
mechanics of licensing, but also of the functions of what is known 
in business circles as an “incubator,” providing support to fledging 
businesses in the start-up phase before they attain commercial 

success – or, more commonly, before they’re snapped up by a major 
corporation.

To do all this has required a change in the institutional nexus 
that guides the activity of scientists, but also a deep-running change 
in what Michel Foucault theorized as “governmentality,” i.e. the 
underlying logic or common sense that structures individual modes 
of self-evaluation, of public expression, of relation to others and 
to the future.15 Nigel Thrift catches this imbrication of policy and 
individual subjectivity very well in his book Knowing Capitalism: 

“Nearly all western states nowadays subscribe to a rhetoric and metric 
of modernization based on fashioning a citizen who can become an 
actively seeking factor of production…. And that rhetoric, in turn, has 
hinged on a few key management tropes – globalization, knowledge, 
learning, network, flexibility, information technology, urgency – which 
are meant to come together in a new kind of self-willed subject whose 
industry will boost the powers of the state to compete.” 16 The formerly 
disinterested university becomes the active incubator of homo 
economicus.

In the case of a teaching school like UNC Chapel Hill, the 
payoff may appear slim: a measly $2 million in 2005, with a peak of 
around $4 million in 2004, sums that are still dwarfed by federal 
and state contributions. Consider, however, how far the process of 
corporatization has gone in nearby Duke University, an elite private 
school that boasts the most romantic faux-Gothic architecture in 
the region. Duke is currently on a building spree, thanks to the $2.3 
billion it raised in an eight-year campaign; it leads all other American 
universities in industry funding for R&D, obtaining approximately 
a quarter of its research budget from corporate sponsorship ($135 
million in 2005).17 What’s more, it is now partnering with Singapore 
on a seven-year, $350 million project to install a new graduate 
medical school in the Asian city-state, “as part of a national strategy 
[for Singapore] to become a leading center for medical research and 
education.” Universities themselves are now export products, they are 
immaterial “capital goods” producing world elites: “They told us, you 
hire the faculty, you admit the students, but we’ll build it and give you 
total control,” says a Duke spokesman. “It’s a very cool deal.” 18
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No wonder the theoretical infinity of biological 
growth – negative entropy – has fascinated corporate 
capital for the last ten years. Given the way that 
American universities such as Duke are now run 
as incubators, deals like this could proliferate into 
the greatest exportation of governance that the 
world has ever seen. Nigel Thrift lists no less than 
fourteen universities (including one each from France, 
Holland, Germany, Sweden and India) that have 

agreed to similar contracts with Singapore (even if one, John Hopkins 
University, has since proved unable to uphold its end of the bargain). 
Thrift describes the strategy of the Singapore Economic Development 
Board as consisting of “the creation of a ‘world-class’ education 
sector which would import ‘foreign talent,’ both to expose Singaporean 
educational institutions to competition (thereby forcing them to upgrade), 
and also to produce a diverse global education hub attractive to students 
from around the Asia-Pacific region. In theory this cluster of educational 
institutions would produce and disseminate knowledge at a range of scales, 
supporting local and foreign firms in Singapore, state institutions in 
Singapore, and firms and states in the South East, East and South Asian 
regions.” 19 The big prize here is the China market, followed by 
India. The question is not whether Asians will get American-
style neoliberal governmentality, but whether they will get 
it directly from schools in the US or through a Singaporean 
relay.

In any case, there is now a huge market for the education 
of the flexible knowledge-worker. Such an education is an 
export product for its chief supplier, the United States, with a 
profitable role left for all kinds of intermediaries. One could 
make similar remarks about the role of Britain – the great 
promoter of the creative industries – as a major relay in the 
transmission of “white noise” from the US to Europe.

the final frontier
Meanwhile, back in the metropolitan region where so many 
basic tenets of contemporary societal planning were born, 

the problems that confronted the 1950s-vintage RTP science park 
are well on their way to being solved. The driving force this time 
appears most nakedly at the third corner of the Triangle, North 
Carolina State University at Raleigh. NCSU Raleigh is in the process 
of executing a full-fledged vision of the future: the Centennial Campus, 
a perfectly integrated private-public partnership, explicitly described 
as a “knowledge enterprise zone,” making the best of all corporate, 
governmental, leisure and academic worlds. Every lesson from the 
long history of neoliberal planning, including the fluffier ones more 
recently offered by Richard Florida, seems to have been applied. I 
quote from the project description: 

This “technopolis” consists of multi-disciplinary r&d 
neighborhoods, with university, corporate, and government 
facilities intertwined. A middle school, residential housing, 
executive conference center and hotel, golf course, town center and 
recreational amenities will weave the campus into a true interactive 
community. ... The unique master plan for this environmentally 
sensitive, mixed-use, academic village responds to the professional, 
educational and recreational needs of the University’s faculty, staff 
and student body, as well as those of corporate and government 
affiliates whose presence on Centennial Campus adds to its vigor 
and effectiveness.20

No longer an isolated, secluded activity, r&d is now proposed as a 
whole way of life, able to extract the full spectrum of value from every 
creative person engaged in it. The final frontier of knowledge-based 
capitalism – the last reserve of natural energy to be exploited by 
the state and the corporations – is you, your body, your intelligence, 
your imagination. The question is, what will you be used for? Some 
inkling of the possibilities that lie in wait at Centennial Campus can 
be gained from the first facilities to be completed: not one but two 
Biosafety Level 3 laboratories, built with federal subsidies as part of 
an effort to increase America’s readiness in the ever more likely event 
of bioterrorism.21 You guessed it, the growth market is potentially 
tremendous. It’s worth noting that this effort also serves to bail out 
the failing biotech industry, which US economic planners have slated 
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to replace networked computer technologies as the 
new benchmark of technological superiority in the 
world market. Indeed, Defense Department funding 
is an essential piece of the economic puzzle.22 The 

“third leg” of the triangle that defines the meeting 
place of minds in the knowledge-based economy 
is militarization, which alone can provide the 
massive influx of subsidies on which private-public 
partnerships depend. But the question of whether 
this kind of military-driven economic growth is viable, 
in the face of rising hostility abroad and deepening 
inequality at home, is no longer even asked in the US 
these days.

While waiting to judge the lifesaving capacities 
of NCSU Raleigh’s unfinished biomedical campus, 
we can get a whiff of the creative-industrial future 
from a news item on the NCSU Engineering website: 

“Sponsored by the Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency, the Grand Challenge competition was 
created to answer a congressional mandate to convert 
one-third of military vehicles to driverless, computer-
driven mode by 2015.” 23 This is a nationwide program, 
conceived to mobilize an entire population, from 
amateur computer geeks and small-town racing 
aficionados to corporate project teams and university 
engineering labs. The Raleigh campus has been 
thoroughly hooked in. Already the road tests of a 
lushly designed and specially modified Lotus Elise 
sports car are generating enormous excitement, at 
least if you believe the PR campaign. But what this 
kind of remote-controlled creativity conceals is a 
deepening militarization of society, heralding not only 
the advent of robotized battles in foreign countries 
(the only way to escape the shortfalls of a mercenary 
army), but also an increasing regimentation of life 
on local streets. As the rhetoric continues: “The 

technology that will guide the Elise through city streets may one 
day revolutionize not only the way the military performs missions 
but also the way that commuters drive to work each day.” In other 
words, someday the steering wheel of your car may be connected to 
a centralized computer, in the name of rush-hour efficiency. But by 
that time what else will be hooked in? The silver lining is that such an 
invention would finally solve the bedeviling RTP traffic problems, and 
allow the would-be visionaries of North Carolina to make it back in 
less than twenty minutes to the Research Triangle Institute – which as 
early as March 2003 had won its largest-ever contract, worth over $400 
million dollars, for the redesign of local governments in the fledgling 
democracy of Iraq.24

So our tour comes full circle, back to its point of origin, just when 
the illusions of the creative industries finally come to coincide with 
the meaningless economy of war. And it all works so smoothly, so 
perfectly. Who knows? With the help of defense, academic and 
corporate contracts, along with a dash of aesthetics and a few 
computer-piloted automobiles, the declining science park might still 
contribute to a future World Government. Unless a more radically 
creative class finds the way to disconnect the dots of this hell machine.

epilogue
These reflections were inspired by an in-depth introduction to the 
Triangle region, generously offered by the 3Cs Counter-Cartography 
Collective at UNC Chapel Hill. 3Cs is about permeability and 
difference: students, professors, community members, political groups, 
distant interlocutors; labor, leisure, professionalism, amateurism, 
discipline, organizing, satire, statistics, subversion... They’ve created 
a “disorientation guide” to the school, with a cartographic image 
stating that the university is both a “functioning body” and “a factory 
producing your world” (the back of the map includes a definition 
of precarious labor among other vital information).25 It’s my belief 
that an extended network of such personal-political partnerships 
could throw the ruined future of the world-factory into reverse, by 
dissolving the surface images and uncovering the triple program of 
corporatization, flexibilization and militarization that increasingly 
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defines the shapes and destinies of the knowledge-based economy. 
But to do so means establishing priorities that aren’t fixed by an ideal 
of unsustainable and ultimately meaningless economic growth, and 
that aren’t pictured through the seductive lens of pr and advertising. 
In other words, to do so requires a kind of revolution.

The public universities – not only in the US, but everywhere – are 
the places to begin imagining an entirely different future, a move away 
from war and ecological collapse. And if it’s impossible to use them for 
anything but intellectual property production and self-fetishization, 
then it’s time to start up free ones, where there’s some room to think 
among the debris of the future. Every step through the postmodern 
mirror offers our still-functioning bodies another chance to cut the 
signal, crash the automatic pilot, give away the dots and open our 
minds to other possible worlds. 
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As early as 2007, the slogan of the Olympic Games was everywhere, on 
brochures, magazines, billboards, light boxes, led tickers, neon signs, 
and of course, the omnipresent urban video screens: one world, 
one dream. With all the resources of state-controlled media, Beijing 
was preparing to claim its place in the pantheon of global cities. This 
time there would be no denial, no memory of the failed 1993 Olympics 
bid under the shadow of the “Tiananmen incident.” Already, the 
hallucinatory congestion of the skyscape makes the prophecy come 
true. There is only one possible world, only one possible dream: 
continuous buildings, endless highways, infinite urbanization, a city 
beyond the limits of the imagination. Huge urban blocks, surging 
arteries, expanding ring roads, metros, airports, refineries, power 
plants, bullet trains, a city that devours the countryside, scraping the 
mountains and the sky. A world city.

How does a society remake itself in a global image? The answer 
lies in a process of internalization that is at once psychological and 
material. Around the world since the fateful year of 1989 formerly 
underdeveloped countries have embarked on an accelerated course 
of self-makeover, absorbing and adapting industrial techniques, 
institutional forms, aesthetic styles, mental frameworks. Such 
transformations have happened before; but unprecedented increases 
in productive capacity and intensified transnational exchanges 
make this process different, even compared to the great wave of 
change that followed World War II. The gravitational shift of wealth 

One World One Dream
China at the Risk of New Subjectivities
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accumulation to new centers in East Asia may ultimately bring a 
metamorphosis of capitalism itself, as the historian Giovanni Arrighi 
has suggested.01 But in the meantime the transition is disconcerting, 
tumultuous, violent, marked not only by its tremendous acceleration 
(“Shenzhen speed”), but also by the particular forms of social control 
that characterize the present. China’s transformation is becoming 
the central phenomenon in the emergence of a new, complex and 
disorienting world society.

global individuals
To see the process of makeover in its early stages you can travel by taxi 
back in time, fifteen years ago, to Beijing World Park on the southwest 
edges of the capital city. This classic piece of Chinese spectacle culture 
was opened in the early 1990s and more recently became the subject of 
Jia Zhangke’s great film, The World (2005). What’s offered to the gaze 
is a collection of miniature monuments: the Eiffel Tower, the Statue of 
Liberty, the Great Pyramids, the Taj Mahal, the Leaning Tower of Pisa. 
In an age when travel outside the country was virtually impossible, 
tourists would come by train to take their weekend tour and brides 
would pose for a photo, as they still do today, in front of the gleaming 
white Sydney Opera. As Jia insists, this is where you can “see the 
world without ever leaving Beijing.” What’s not mentioned in the film, 
however, is in many ways the punctum of the whole affair: the identity 
of the aging and decrepit airliner where Jia’s heroine, Tao, dressed as 
a stewardess, repels yet more advances from her erstwhile boyfriend 
Taisheng. This was Deng Xiaoping’s official plane, the one used for 
his state visits and excursions. So the casual tourist on a weekend in 
Beijing could experience the fantasy of flying in the personal airplane 
of the man who literally brought the world to China, in the form of 
foreign direct investment, the magic key that opened the forbidden 
cities.

Fifteen years is an eternity at Chinese speeds. Today the Beijing 
World Park is a sad place left behind by progress, like a bad joke gone 
stale and flat with age. Rather than rushing here, a visitor from the 
interior would head in the opposite direction, toward the future that 
Deng made possible in the northeast corner of the capital. There you 

find Beijing’s own full-sized World Trade Center in the brand-new 
Central Business District, not far from Koolhaas’s CCTV building 
rising up like an ideogram of power. The city itself is now the world 
park, glittering with the stardust of transnational architecture. The 
current phase of internalization is no longer psychological, but 
material. Beijing, in many ways, has become the world.

The experience of Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen confirms two 
things. The first is that the global extension of the Anglo-American 
technological and organizational toolkit has given rise to a world 
civilization, what Félix Guattari called “integrated world capitalism.”02 
The second is that this overall pattern of world civilization can only be 
governed and normed at a regional or continental scale, using cultural 
and political resources that are specific to that scale. The continental 
scale – whether a nation-state like India or China, or a regional bloc 
like the Russian Federation or the EU – has become decisive in today’s 
world, because only that scale can fully internalize, but also resist 
global forces. Resistance in this context means the attempt to impose 
different societal norms at the specifically continental level, according 
to whatever social or political power imperatives have taken hold 
there. What confronts us then are intersecting realities: something 
like “transnational capitalism with Chinese characteristics.” An 
entire political economy lodges in the tensions of these intersections. 
The unanswered question is how the tensions are expressed and 
elaborated by individuals and small groups: how the emergence of a 
world society is tangled up with the production of new subjectivities.

The word individual signals the micropolitical dimension, where 
cultural commentary is now typically confined as a celebration 
of subjective choice. Yet individualism is no way the opposite of 
globalism. Following sociologists like Ulrich Beck, I’ll be arguing that 
globalism is inseparable from a process of intensive individualization 
which is its other face, the flip side of the same basic currency.03 This 
is the symbolic meaning of the slogan, “One World, One Dream.” 
When we look at the highly original and highly commodified practices 
of the creative industries, it is globalism that we are really seeing in 
the expression of each singular dream. Global individualism results 
from the monetization and contractualization of social relations, 
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which is an essential part of the neoliberal economic order. And it is 
a very exciting thing, involving a break from traditional patterns, new 
possibilities of thought and sensation, even the literal experience 
of flying through the air – deterritorialization, in a word. That’s 
first of all a liberating experience. What you feel in urban China 
today is an extraordinary productive energy, coursing through the 
architecture and the bodies of the people. The feeling corresponds 
to a tremendous achievement: an exit from hunger, stagnation and 
poverty for hundreds of millions of people, and the invention of a 
new development path promising equality with the Western nations. 
But the same social reality has a much crueler side, which few of its 
proponents care to mention.

This darker side is revealed in Jia Zhangke’s film, when the migrant 
worker known only as “Little Sister” is fatally wounded by a falling 
crane at the construction site where he worked at night for higher pay. 
Dying in the hospital, he can offer nothing more in his last words to 
Taisheng than a list of the minor debts he incurred in his short life 
in the capital. The same theme reappears when Taisheng counts the 
insurance money in front of the grieving relatives, even as the nephew 
(the only one in the family who can read) signs a waiver of any future 
claims. Why the insistence on monetization and contractualization? 
With his depiction of migrant laborers in the world city, Jia tries to 
break through the general ignorance that surrounds the division of 
labor, to the point where it renders the very relation that builds the city 
invisible. This unconsciousness, sustained by global individualism, 
now constitutes a fundamental risk for society at all levels, as the 
political and environmental contradictions of integrated world 
capitalism accumulate at an alarming rate. World society develops at 
the risk of new subjectivities.

The increasingly authoritarian forms of governance that are 
emerging all over the globe can be conceived as techniques for 
managing that risk, each time in a specific fashion that is inextricable 
from a particular social and cultural history. Driven by its quest 
to hang on to power, and perhaps even more, by its ambition to 
provide development for the people, the Chinese communist party 
is at the forefront of this neo-authoritarian governance, offering a 

specifically continental solution to the problems of insertion into 
global neoliberalism. It has developed a balance between a strongly 
normative political system and a wildly expansive economy, with the 
paradoxical sense of openness that such expansion brings. It is now 
attempting to deploy the concept of the creative industries, as part of a 
bid to increase its international and domestic legitimacy, to overcome 
a longstanding deficit in product innovation and to build a much-
needed internal market for the consumption of sophisticated goods 
and services. According to that concept, the kind of human energy and 
aspiration that was formerly invested in the transcendent values of the 
traditional artistic genres, or in the revolutionary experimentation of 
the avant-gardes, should now be seamlessly merged with audiovisual 
production, advertising, design, entertainment events, software 
and video games – in other words, with everything that creates the 
aesthetic experience of the hyper-mediated city. These are the forms 
on which the Western consumer paradise is founded. Do they render 
other realities invisible? By examining the social, economic and 
monetary underpinnings of the push for a creative China, I want to 
suggest some of the contradictions that are at work in the country, and 
some of the ways that the rest of us are implicated in them.

Just a warning before beginning: I’m no Sinologist, and I have 
no particular authority to pronounce on all these things. What I’m 
going to offer are some observations and questions for research into a 
situation that concerns us all: the development of a global division of 
labor, and indeed, of a global society, which is now coming concretely 
into being. In any case, the point of cultural critique is never to supply 
unequivocal answers. Rather it is to spark off a dialogue that can help 
crack open the one-world dream.

urban divide
Clearly there are artists who might be interested in such a dialogue. 
For a 1996 performance entitled Half White Collar, Half Peasant, Luo 
Zidan confectioned a double or split exterior, wearing a tattered Mao 
suit on the right side of his body and an impeccable shirt, tie and 
slacks on the left. He used cosmetics and hairstyling to distinguish 
a smoothed, whitened face from the pockmarked bronze skin of 
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a country-dweller. This is how he appeared on the city streets of 
Chengdu in Sichuan province, holding a crisp hundred-yuan note in 
one hand and what appeared to be a crumpled rag in the other. As 
Chen Hongjie has written:

Walking through the area around Chunxi Road in Chengdu, the 
performer appears both real and illusory in his actions. At the 
Holiday Inn he uses the peasant’s sleeve to clean the marble at 
the entrance… In a watch store, the white-collar worker tries on 
a 2,300,000 rmb diamond studded watch, admiring his reflection. 
At a KFC restaurant, he happily eats a meal, while the peasant, 
left with the fries and salad, is confused as to how they should be 
devoured. The concept of this work expressed the issues of class, 
and on a deeper level, social roles common to all human society and 
the roots of the contradictions that inhibit human desire.04

Luo provides a brilliant metaphor of the split personality of 
contemporary China, with its sparkling new cities and its 800 million 
impoverished peasants who aspire to live in them. In this way, he 
points at one of the fundamental traits of what I called “transnational 
capitalism with Chinese characteristics.” Everybody knows that since 
the establishment of the Special Economic Zones in the Pearl River 
Delta area in the early 1980s, China has become the factory of the 
world. It owes that status to the “China Price,” i.e. the lowest asking 
price on the entire planet for any given category of basic manufactured 
goods. But the availability of the China Price depends in its turn on 
the capacity of the urban white-collar worker to extract tremendous 
amounts of underpaid labor from his other half, the peasant arriving 
to toil in the factories. How do the two figures co-exist within the 
same city, and perhaps, as Luo suggests, within the same skin?

Since 1949 their relation has been formalized in the communist 
version of the hukou or household registration system, which served 
to immobilize people in their locality of origin. In the revolutionary 
era, development priorities were focused on the city: social 
guarantees and advantages were reserved for the urban proletariat, 
and rural-urban migration was strictly controlled, with occasional 
tumultuous exceptions during periods of rapid industrial expansion, 

often followed by forced transfer back to the countryside.05 What’s 
surprising is the continuity of this policy since the 1980s. Throughout 
the period of reform, amidst massive and relatively uncontrolled 
influx to the city, urban hukou remained almost impossible for country-
dwellers to obtain. It barred migrants from access to social services 
and education for their children, and left them subject to arrest and 
deportation to their residence of origin at the whim of the police, 
according to the so-called “custody and repatriation” regulations. 
The paradox is that the very system that denies peasant populations 
their full urban citizenship is also at the basis of the incredible engine 
of wealth-production that attracts them to the city in the first place. 
This paradox has set an entire continent in motion. The 120 million 
migrants who make up China’s so-called “floating population” are in 
between the country and the city, crowding at the gates of modern 
urban life and yet partially excluded from it.

According to statistics whose accuracy is always difficult to verify, 
in 2008 there were some 30 million migrant workers in the major 
industrial cities, while the remainder of the floating population 
wandered between rural provinces. All such mobile individuals are 
considered to be displaced, they are not where they should be. The 
hukou system allows rural labor to play the same role in China that 
transnational migrant labor does in the European or North American 
economies, furnishing human fuel to sweatshops and low-end service 
industries while exerting downward pressure on the wages of more 
established workers. Recently there has also been a lot of pressure 
on the state to transform this system, particularly after public outcry 
in 2003 when a man named Sun Zhigang died inside a Guangzhou 
police station under the custody and repatriation procedure.06 
Meanwhile the government, faced with growing unemployment in 
the countryside and an inability of smaller towns to generate industry, 
is projecting the transfer of hundreds of millions of people to the 
urbanized areas. The stated concern of the officials, however, is that 
complete abolition of the limits on mobility would result in a chaotic 
shift of population toward the coastal cities. In fact, the digitalization 
of up to 80% of the country’s household registration records has made 
the system into a powerful tool of social control, which is unlikely to 
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be abandoned in the near future.07 The urban/rural divide will not 
just disappear. To the extent that this particular social relation is 
implicated in the production of so many of the clothes we wear and 
the goods we consume, could it be worth knowing about? Are we as 
foreign to China as we seem? The evolution of the hukou system over 
the next ten years may be the most precise barometer for registering 
the inevitable changes in the class structure, not just of China, but also 
of the world.

It’s intriguing to learn that Luo Zidan did his performance in 1996, 
just a few years after Deng’s “Southern Excursion” had opened up new 
development zones, stock markets and the possibility of real-estate 
speculation, thus creating “the policy basis and market conditions 
enabling the emergence in China of a class of the newly rich,” as 
the New Left critic Wang Hui has written.08 While state-owned 
enterprises were dismembered, giving rise to massive unemployment, 
Chinese intellectuals engaged in debates over the capacity of civil 
society to bring about democratic transformation. This was supposed 
to happen, not through radical change of the system, but instead 

“through reliance on marketization, the formation of local and 
intragovernmental interest groups, and the unlocking of traditional 
resources embedded in such things as clan structures.” What that 
meant in practice was the proliferation of more-or-less shady business 
deals at the local level, based on contracts and land-use rights 
accorded by the central government.

However, Wang continues, “the ‘civil society’ that was imagined [by 
the intellectuals] completely left out the huge working class and rural 
society, thus not only according perfectly with state policies that had 
the effect of drastically increasing the polarization between rich and 
poor, but also cutting off in principle the links between the ongoing 
progress of democracy and its true social foundations.” The result is 
that Chinese levels of inequality have dramatically risen, to the point 
where they now match the highest levels in the developed world: those 
of the United States.09 Luo dramatized this situation perfectly with 
a 1997 performance entitled White-Collar Exemplar, which stages a 
businessman in shirtsleeves and tie, standing at attention on a city 
street somewhat like an army security guard, but inside a transparent 

plastic box attached to an oxygen tank so as to hermetically seal 
him off from any contact with the crowd milling all around.10 When 
social divides are created with such suddenness, against a backdrop of 
official egalitarianism and communist rhetoric, then the disconnect 
between “class issues” and “the contradictions that inhibit human 
desire” reaches an extreme. Dialogue is only present in its absence, as 
a gaping psychosocial divide that affects the individual no less than 
the group. The question asked by Luo’s two performances might 
finally be this: Does the air conditioning make it impossible for you to 
feel your other half sweating inside the same skin?

coastal networks
Let’s travel from provincial Chengdu to the great industrial center 
of Chongqing, then through the Three Gorges Dam and down the 
Yangtze to Shanghai – one of the most exuberant cities in the world. 
Shanghai was granted the status of a Special Economic Zone in 1992. 
With the growth of its heavy industry, the attraction of its high-tech 
research centers and the prestige of its brand-new stock exchange, 
it has outstripped Shenzen to become China’s most productive 
megalopolis. In 2002 it won the competition to host the 2010 World 
Expo. As a Canadian consultant explains, “Shanghai wants to be a 

‘world class city,’ comparable to New York in finance, London in trade, 
and Paris in culture. Make no bones about it – Shanghai will achieve 
its vision by 2025, and is using World Expo 2010 as a stepping stone.”11

Once again, this is a city that wants to remake itself in a global 
image. But on what basis? Let’s step back for a moment and look 
at some of the infrastructure that underlies China’s status as the 
world factory. Historically, the city of Shanghai owes its wealth to its 
position as a port on the Yangtze river, making it an interface between 
the maritime routes of global trade and the manufacturing capacities 
of the interior. The port is still tremendously important, as you can 
see by taking a trip beneath the Huangpu bridge and out to the mouth 
of the Yangtze. Container transshipment, bulk raw materials, steel, 
shipbuilding, petrochemicals and navy installations are the most 
visible. There’s a lot of heavy equipment out there, with an aesthetics 
of rust that’s fascinating for people from the deindustrializing 
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countries. But more importantly, by venturing out into the Shanghai 
harbor you begin to grasp the operations of the East Asian network. 

What’s going on are intensive exchanges between a series of 
interlocking seas: the Sea of Okhotsk, the Sea of Japan, the Yellow 
Sea, the East China Sea, the South China Sea, then onward to India 
and Australia. These are the historical circuits of China’s ancient 
tributary system – but also the foundations of a more recent regional 
economy.12 It was Japan that laid the basis of that economy in the 
years after World War II, once its industrial sector had been built 
up again by American investment for the production of Korean War 
supplies. Drawing on Australian coal and iron ore, Japan was gradually 
able to increase its steel output until it rivaled that of the US. In the 
process it generated a new pattern of coastal production, dependent 
on shipping rather than rail or road; and it extended this productive 
system to the rest of the region, through all kinds of joint ventures and 

informal cooperation arrangements.13 This maritime trading pattern 
ultimately gave rise to what analysts have called the “network power” 
of East Asia, which has not managed to constitute a formal economic 
bloc or currency zone like nafta and the EU – but which has managed 
to constitute the new growth center of the world economy.14 In 
the boom years of the 1970s and 1980s, Japanese investments and 
technology helped China to develop new steel-making facilities, 
including the Baoshan complex in the port of Shanghai. Today that 
complex has become the largest steel producer on earth.

Again it’s a matter of internalization, this time of fixed capital. 
Foreign direct investment figures tell the story: Japan and the “Four 
Tigers” of South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong poured 
$34 billion into China in the year 2005, dwarfing the Western total of 
$17 billion.15 Of course the figures are difficult to interpret: Hong Kong 
is the single largest source of fdi ($17.95 billion), but it also serves as 
an intermediary for others; and most of the money goes into simple 
manufacturing for export, with no long-term value on the ground. But 
in sectors such as steel-making and shipbuilding, and more recently in 
high-end sectors like finance or research and development, China has 
been using foreign direct investment to build the infrastructure that 
will eventually allow it to supplant Japan as the major node in the East 
Asian network. With the support of a vast diaspora, China is regaining 
its historical place at the center of the East Asian trading system. And 
it’s doing so along the coastline, in the zones of exchange constituted 
by an interlocking series of seas.

The distance between the interior and the coast is the distance 
between a continental system of social control and a maritime 
network of high-tech production. It’s the distance between the fixity 
of the land and the fluidity of the sea – the geography of a class 
divide that has become so great that it threatens to rip China apart. 
Here we rediscover the scalar tensions that constitute “transnational 
capitalism with Chinese characteristics.” The geographical divide is 
now one of the main preoccupations of the Communist party. That’s 
why they launched the “Go West” campaign in 1999, a drive to attract 
foreign investment to the interior. The centerpiece of that campaign 
is the completion of the Three Gorges Dam, and with it, the projected 
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transformation of Chongqing into an industrial 
colossus that’s supposed to rival Shanghai. This can 
be seen as a literal attempt to extend the coastal mode 
of production into the depths of the continental 
landmass, via the Yangtze river and the hyper-

electrified inland sea that is being created by the dam. In that process, 
anything stable or traditional – any popular identity or “still life,” as 
Jia Zhangke puts it in his award-winning film – tends to disappear 
into the flux of the productive network.

What’s presented in Still Life (2007) is the desolation of a landscape 
that has become purely economic. The transformation is symbolized 
when the main character, Sanming, has to look at the sketch of the 
Three Gorges on a ten-yuan note to confirm the beauty, or even the 
reality, of the mountains in the distance. It’s a classic case of life 
collapsing into art. What you mostly see in the film, however, is not 
artistic beauty or its monetary sign, but instead, the ceaseless round 
of construction, destruction and reconstruction that underlies them, 
resulting in the devastation of the landscape and those who inhabit 
it. In the end, after demolishing countless houses whose ruins will be 
covered by the rising waters of the dam, Sanming leaves to the interior 
to work in a coal mine for money to buy back the woman he married 
sixteen years ago, who has been indentured into service on the river. 
But the other women of the story all escape in the opposite direction: 
Shen Hong, the estranged wife of Sanming’s violent boss; the 
neighbor woman, who tries to sell him the services of a prostitute; and 
finally his own elusive daughter, who only appears in a photograph. 
They all take flight toward the coast, to Guangzhou and Dongguan in 
the Pearl River Delta, or down the Yangtze to Shanghai.

jumping into the sea
You have to wonder, what’s it like to take part in the productive 
network? How do people internalize all this infrastructure, to become 
individuals in the contemporary sense – that is, participants in a 
global process? To describe the experience of leaving socialized 
security behind, the Chinese of the reform era used the expression 

“jumping into the sea” (xiahai). After all the studies of neoliberal 

governmentality, we know what this embrace of entrepreneurial 
capitalism can mean. As Nikolas Rose explains, it requires people 

“to conduct themselves with boldness and vigour, to calculate for 
their own advantage, to drive themselves hard and to accept risks.”16 

Similar things hold true in China – but the academics leave out a basic 
dimension, the splash of the body in the ocean, the shock and pleasure 
of the new, either because you arrive as a peasant from the countryside 
or because the city where you live has changed beyond all recognition. 
How that transformation feels is the aesthetics of Chinese urbanism.

To get a first taste you can visit the Shanghai Urban Planning 
Museum, an outlandish piece of architecture looking down on 
People’s Square. Its centerpiece is a sprawling scale model of the 
metropolis in 2020, with catwalks that let you stroll over the towers 
of the future. Even better are the interactive exhibits, like a vehicle 
simulator that invites you to drive out the 32.5-kilometer Donghai 
bridge to the new deepwater port, then turns into a sightseeing 
boat when you arrive. The cartographic displays are packed with 
information and at the same time strangely popular, as though 
addressing two different publics. A museum like this can serve as a 
3-d negotiating table where transnational elites debate each other’s 
proposals for urban development. For the vips, it’s about calculating 
the city’s risks and chances, it’s about making the most profitable 
bid for world-class status in the decade to come. But it is even more 
interesting to consider how the museum addresses itself to the 
newcomers, to the people who will actually have to live and work in 
this environment. How are they supposed to make the leap to the 
endlessly transforming universe of Shanghai?

A panoramic video display entitled “Virtual World” invites you 
to ride and above all to fly through the city, giving you an almost 
instantaneous introduction to its attractions and facilities, orienting 
you in a space that is beyond the grasp of ordinary perception, and 
above all, bringing you up to speed. There is a biopolitical function 
to this kind of exhibit, and indeed, to all the accelerated, syncopated 
video displays and computer graphics that one constantly encounters 
in East Asia. It’s a matter of inserting the body in the new urban 
sensorium created by advanced production, transportation and 

16   ⁄
Nikolas Rose, quoted 

in Gilles Guiheux, “The 

Promotion of a New 

Calculating Chinese 

Subject: the case of laid-

off workers turning into 

entrepreneurs,” in Journal 

of Contemporary China, 

16/50 (February 2007), 

pp. 149–71.

Business Council Website, 

http://www.uschina.org/

info/chops/2006/fdi.html.



270 ⁄ brian holmes: escape the overcode

consumption technology – science-fiction environments on a 
superhuman scale, which could be totally overwhelming if there 
were not ways to get used to them, to tame them, to let yourself 
be energized by them. One recalls the role played by film and 
photomontage in the process of imagining the mechanized European 
metropolis, the Großstadt of the early twentieth century; but now it’s 
digital sense-surround in the Far Eastern megalopolis. And this kind 
of experience is hardly restricted to museums. In cities where the 
mirrored skins of skyscrapers morph into immense screens at night, 
the pulse of neon, and increasingly, of video, becomes a device for the 
mobilization of millions of people.

How is this mobilization effected? And what is its social 
significance? Video is the medium used by Yang Zhenzhong, for an 
ingenious piece called “Spring Story” (2003) carried out with the 
Shanghai production unit of Siemens Mobile Communications.17 The 
work is based on the speeches delivered by Deng Xiaoping during 
his celebrated Southern Excursion in 1992, when the initiator of 
China’s capitalist turn redefined reform as “the emancipation of the 
productive forces.” Deng’s verdict of success in the Special Economic 
Zones of Guangdong province led to the almost immediate opening 
of Shanghai and other northern cities, and consequently to the 
installation of thousands of factories and businesses, the employment 
of millions of people, and the emergence of a consumer economy on 
the mainland. What Yang did to express this historical transition is 
to break Deng’s lengthy and complex speech into some 1,500 separate 
pieces, then film the entire workforce of the Siemens plant as each 
recites a single phrase, or sometimes even a single word. Each one in 
isolation from the others, ignorant or oblivious of the significance of 
the text, captivated instead by the prospect of appearing on camera, 
the employees unwittingly collaborate on a supremely unselfconscious 
portrait of the contemporary division of labor inside a mobile 
phone factory which at once symbolizes and effectuates the concrete 
technological conditions of a flexible, hyperindividualized, “always-on” 
workforce.

One of the things that this rigorously sustained blurring of faces 
and subjectivities becomes is a long variation on the virtuoso theme 

of the “Shanghai haircut,” whose defining characteristic is to never 
be the same. A distinct personal style now defines the “average” 
individual, just as it formerly did the artist. But the ultimate enigma 
for the stylized individual is the overarching power that guides and 
integrates social cooperation. Through his access to the corporate 
resources of the Siemens Art Program, Yang was able to choreograph 
this unlikely performance of Deng’s speech, using a carefully 
annotated score designed to insure that proper rhythm and intonation 
were maintained despite the fractional, atomized nature of the actual 
delivery. One could hardly imagine a more precise metaphor of the 
contemporary division of labor, in which massively individualized 
mobility is channeled and orchestrated to fit the needs of those with 
superior information-gathering power and organizational technique. 
The central question under such a system is: Who will supply the 
mobilizing energies to hundreds of millions of free agents? Or in other 
words, who will communicate to the communicators?

outracing the economy
This is where the creative industries come in: not the traditional 
fine arts, nor the modernist cultural industries such as cinema 
and radio, but instead the newly minted and digitized professions 
that shape the lightweight, complex, ephemeral, ever-changing 
aesthetic experiences of the hyper-mediated city.18 The professionals 
who create the advertising, the color schemes, the lighting, the 
ambiance, the interactive circuits, the interior design, but also the 
artists and musicians and publics who soak up that light and make 
those ambiances vibrant and interesting and valuable on the market. 
Throughout China there has been a rising buzz around the creative 
industries, in Beijing as they worked for the Games, in Shanghai 
as they build toward the World Expo, in the Pearl River Delta as 
they add entire new city centers and cultural facilities to urban 
production zones trying to upgrade from their former status as the 
world factory. The interest in this new “new economy” is sustained 
at the governmental level by a small army of foreign consultants who 
have come to sell their skills and reinvent themselves in Beijing, and 
it’s amplified back in the West by professional style magazines like 
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Fast Company, which ran a glitzy special on “China’s New Creative 
Class” in mid-2007.19 As the name of the magazine would suggest, 
this kind of culture is produced at high speeds, usually by very young 
people who can always accelerate to outrace the competition. In that 
respect it’s like the dot-com boom. As a twenty-five year-old computer 
programmer confided to labor researcher Andrew Ross: “China is a 
very crowded world and Shanghai is not a place you can ever relax. 
Even when I try to relax, I can feel the economy behind me, running 
up at my back.”20 The art of outracing the economy, of dancing and 
twirling and glittering just in advance of its leading edges, is what 
defines the creative industries.

The creative industries discourse (ci) is still very new, since the 
British cultural ministry’s Creative Industries Task Force only codified 
it in 1998. But it’s also very old if you date it back to Ronald Reagan’s 

“Creative Society” speech, one of the foundation stones of neoliberal 

doctrine in the mid-1960s. During the California state gubernatorial 
campaign of 1966, Reagan audaciously proposed to replace president 
Lyndon Johnson’s federal welfare programs with a voluntary 
mobilization of California’s talented individuals, local governments 
and innovative businesses. As Hollywood’s Great Communicator 
explained to the masses: “That is the basis of the Creative Society – 
government no longer substituting for the people, but recognizing 
that it cannot possibly match the great potential of the people, and 
thus, must coordinate the creative energies of the people for the good 
of the whole.”21 Thirty-two years after that Maoist pronouncement, 
British culture minister Chris Smith and his functionaries would draw 
up their famous Creative Industries Mapping Document.22 All they 
really did was to package and re-export a set of practices that had long 
characterized the productive hegemony of the US. Yet they did it at 
the perfect moment: exactly when digitalization was set to expand the 
knowledge-based economy from a few advanced oecd countries to the 
entire world.

ci is both a policy discourse and a promotional rhetoric. It 
flourishes in financialized economies, driven by speculation on 
prosumer appetites for aesthetic goods and services. For governments, 
the aim is to attain higher levels of employment and economic 
growth by commodifying and privatizing some of the cultural 
programs judged necessary for social cohesion. For businesses, it’s 
a matter of competing in highly profitable sectors where new-style 
design products, entertainment and i t meet the old-fashioned pay 
dirt of real-estate. ci has exploded in East Asia since the turn of 
the millennium. Michael Keane has shown how it emerged as a 
fully-fledged policy discourse in China over a mere two-year period 
(2004-06). Updating their former emphasis on mass-media spectacles 
with traditional content, officials now speak of “Cultural and Creative 
Industries.” The goal is a rise of Chinese products through the global 
value-chain, from “Made in China” to “Created in China.”23 But the 
advertising and design professions are also supposed to fuel a surge in 
the nation’s consumption of its own seemingly boundless productivity 

– an elusive goal that is considered essential by both the Communist 
party and American trade representatives.24 The concrete results of 
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all this has been the overnight bloom of “creative 
clusters” in China’s coastal cities: integrated districts 
where the multiple arts of human creativity are 
brought into a theoretically ideal mix on the urban 
territory.

For a compact example, consider the “1933” project 
now on the rise in Shanghai: the ambitious remodeling of a 31,000 
sq. meter Art Deco slaughterhouse, transformed into a creative 
industries center by a private-public partnership between the Axons 
Concepts Company and the Hongkou government. Architectural form 
was the key to this project, whose organizational aim is to bring the 
creative capacities of the human nervous system up to the scale of the 
megalopolis:

Inside, the neurological influences are apparent. The five-floor 
concrete structure is supported by solid “flowering” pillars whose 
stems open out like petals at the point of contact with the ceiling. 
The funicular central building is linked to a square outer casing by a 
striking series of sloping concrete pathways and staircases. “This is 
the brain of the building,” says [Axons manager Paul] Liu. “You can 
see the inter-linking effect of these original walkways. We can use that 
to help carry creative energies throughout the whole structure.”25

Projects like this move fast in China. While still unfinished, 
the building had already hosted the Shanghai Creative 
Industries Week from November 15-21, 2007. To attract an 
elite roster of tenants, it is advertised as a lifestyle paradise 
of “restaurants, bars, private clubs and cigar lounges,” with 
an upscale learning sector focused on self-cultivation: 

“Bookstores and education spaces will include elements such 
as drama, yoga, sculpture workshops, calligraphy and painting 
classes, cooking school, tea ceremony courses and Beijing 
opera appreciation... 1933 will redefine what it means to be 
a ‘person in full’ by having all the elements to inspire in one 
location.”26 But it also aims to be a productive facility, with 
university partnerships and private corporations generating 
intellectual property for profit – in short, a ready-made 
version of the “creative city” condensed into a single urban 

block. The classic question of whether creativity can be managed and 
produced doesn’t seem to bother the real-estate developers one whit. 
After all, there is money to be made in this domain – as a reported $3.8 
billion of deals at the 2007 Cultural and Creative Industries Expo in 
Beijing has proven.27

No one can predict what future subjectivities will emerge from 
the hothouse of China’s new creativity boom. Access to culture is 
likely to expand immensely, at least for the professionals and the 
business elites; and the consequences of that expansion may surprise 
everyone. Artistic invention has been given an operational role in 
economic development, fulfilling one of the long-held ambitions 
of the modernist vanguards. But the willingness of governments 
to use aesthetics as a form of psycho-engineering – and the efforts 
that corporations have expended, since the time of Freud’s nephew 
Edward Bernays, in the quest to manipulate their clients’ dreams28 

– make the dangers all too obvious. Critical interpretations of the 
new cultural forms, and of the social and political frames in which 
they create their effects and meanings, will be crucial in opening 
the imaginary space where people can gain some kind of relative 
autonomy, some capacity to be their own steersman. But that 
critique must reach all the way into the images themselves, it must 
be transformative. The stakes of these new images are tremendous. 
When state-capitalist power begins manufacturing your dreams, then 
art becomes the primary process of politics.

The contemporary visual arts do give clues about ethical/political 
positions in today’s China. But critique and contradiction aren’t 
exactly the strong points of the creative economy. Amidst the plethora 
of opening ceremonies and real-estate deals, the artists themselves are 
outflanked by the functionaries, the galleries and the museums. In the 
early 1990s, exiles from the Tiananmen movement began exhibiting 
around the world, opening up the possibility of markets beyond 
traditional or social-realist painting. A decade later, when those artists 
had been taken up as a neutralized elder generation in China itself via 
the explosion of Biennials and Triennials, the critic and curator Gao 
Minglu diagnosed the entry into a “museum age.” In such an age, he 
says, the avant-garde way of making meaning – which consisted in 
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transgressively entering the institutions that claimed to embody the 
highest values of society, then violently breaking away to show their 
hollowness and insufficiency – has become practically impossible. The 
multiplication of spaces acts to blur the hierarchies of value, rendering 
transgression insignificant. As Gao writes: 

Today, Chinese avant-garde or experimental artists have gradually 
lost the consciousness of space that once defined their identity. 
Their creative spaces, studios, exhibition spaces, galleries and 
museums have gradually been integrated into one. The art world 
in China today can be described as a “triumph of systems.” … The 
external environment for an avant-garde artist no longer exists 
since the “wall” between the avant-garde artist and the official 
system is no longer there.29

The most disorienting confirmation of these ideas comes from a 
stroll through the dream-like spaces of Factory 798 in Beijing’s 
Dashanzi District, or of its smaller and somewhat more recent clone, 
Moganshan Lu in Shanghai – or tomorrow, of the thousand-and-one 

“art factories” that appear likely to flower across China. The boom 
in these spaces is clearly bound up with real-estate speculation, in 
markets like Shanghai’s where already-inflated properties doubled 
in price over the course of 2006. The difference with San Francisco or 
London is that it’s less about gentrifying a run-down neighborhood 
and more about razing an area as soon as it appears valuable, to put up 
a high-rise complex for gigantic payoffs. For the time being, however, 
the state seems to have other plans for the art districts, particularly 
after the meteoric career of Factory 798 and the apparently successful 
negotiation by the artists, which saved the area from the wrecking 
balls at the price of turning it into a tourist attraction and upscale 
lifestyle destination. To judge from that story – which involved 
evicting one of the earliest art spaces, the Beijing Architecture Studio 
Enterprise, and opening a Nike-sponsored “Mr. Shoe Museum” in its 
place – the Olympic state now wants to use the art districts as vitrines 
for foreign visitors, in order to dispel the idea that free expression 
is not tolerated in China. And it undoubtedly wants to use them as 
laboratories as well, in order to see whether design innovations and 

profitable consumer environments will really be invented by these 
Chinese children of Warhol.

This is not to say that Factory 798 or Moganschan Lu are 
uninteresting or merely “co-opted” places, far from it. They both 
represent the kind of cultural infrastructure that makes an artistic 
gesture or a literary conversation possible, and on that strength they 
are worth defending. But like it or not, they also bear witness to the 
capacity of an authoritarian government to control a population by 
carefully sketching out the open pathways on which it can evolve with 
apparent freedom. Of course those open pathways have to include 
some modest critique – which is how the Chinese state is internalizing 
what currently passes for democracy. When an artist like Liu Bolin 
sculpts an immense iron fist pressing with all its oppressive weight on 
the ground, he clearly enacts an anti-authoritarian gesture.30 What’s 
less clear is where that gesture resonates, what kind of weight it has 
in the imagination. Fifteen or twenty years ago, such things would 
not have been tolerated; but they would have had immense symbolic 
significance. In today’s context of total economic pragmatism no one 
pays any them mind: the attention is elsewhere, still looking for the 
perfect fit between the banknote in hand and the beautiful landscape 
in the distance. What world society cannot find the time or space or 
concentration to really discuss is the ground we are creating beneath 
our feet.

Another artist, Liu Wei, has made this missing ground explicit. On 
June 4, 2005, he took his video camera to Xinhua University in Beijing 
and asked the passers-by what day it was.31 Most of them simply 
reply, “June 4th.” When they’re pressed – “But what day is it?” – they 
avert their gaze and walk swiftly away, covering their faces, shielding 
themselves from the camera and its questions. What the video shows 
with painful lucidity is a moment of choked-off speech, so that you 
literally see the personality of the non-respondent dissolving into the 
impossibility of saying publicly what everyone knows as an intimate 
truth: June 4 is the anniversary of the massacre on Tiananmen Square, 
the birthday of authoritarian neoliberalism.32 After the sequence 
at the university, Liu Wei goes out to film this ground, that is, the 
square itself, its calm, perfect order, without agitation. The historical 
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experience of repression has been internalized as the 
everyday reality of self-censorship, which remains 
a palpable force in the lives of an overwhelming 
majority of the population, including the artists and 
intellectuals.

Here is where the ideologues of liberal democracy 
take up their rhetorical positions in defense of Western 
freedoms. But I don’t want to join them. A similar, if 
less dramatic internalization of repression occurred 
in the Western societies after 1968, and in the former 
Soviet bloc in the course of the 1990s. Today it is the 
economic imperative, not the state, that commands 
in detail what should or should not be represented by 
the creative industries. The result has been a gradual 

neutralization of ethical and political speech. This gap at the heart of 
self-expression is now being exported across the earth. What’s missing 
in all our societies are the psychic and social resources for resistance to 
the present.

floating cities
The journey ends, not in Shenzhen where the reforms began, but 
somewhere else, in a floating city. Shiny gold letters flash up on the 
screen and the music starts playing, repetitious and optimistic, like a 
lilting Chinese lute plugged into a rhythm box. The first thing you see 
against the brilliant red ground is a tiny drum kit shrinking rapidly out 
of sight; but already the viewpoint has receded, the ground becomes 
a bright red flag cradling a sharp-pointed yellow star – and there’s a 
panda hovering up in the sky, a Mao-statue foundering out at sea and 
an over-sized plastic hardhat set down on a bustling ring road. A bicycle 
wheel spins, a patterned fish flops out of a techno-blue cascade, a city 
bus circles round in the air and the iconic CCTV building dangles 
crazily from a crane, high above a rotating mass of buildings looking for 
all the world like a virtual Hong Kong. A smokestack belches flame at 
the summit until finally it explodes, billowing smoke and swirling ruins, 
while the mountain of skyscrapers goes on spinning round and round 
with the music, and a shopping cart full of buildings and a leftover 

Buddha never quite finishes sinking into the rippling ocean. The title 
of this looping video is “RMB City: A Second Life City Planning by 
Tracy China.” It’s a promotional clip for a 3-d fiction yet to come.33

rmb is, of course, the abbreviation of the Chinese currency, the 
people’s money or renminbi; and Tracy China is the Second Life avatar 
of Cao Fei, busily rendering all the enduring clichés of her country 
into the synthetic landscapes of the latest global village. The video 
captures the inexorable economic unreality of contemporary China, 
in a satirical computer-graphics form that evokes both the neon-
drenched arcades of Shenzhen and the endless streams of finance 
transiting through Hong Kong to the mainland. What better symbol 
of the future than the dreamland of Second Life, for a country that has 
gone in a single generation from the extremes of popular socialism to 
the extremes of popular capitalism?

The paradox of the Chinese development model is written in 
sheet metal and electric pylons all across the Pearl River Delta. Debt-
financed spending by Western households has encouraged foreign 
investors to build a sprawling factory landscape producing low-end 
consumer goods that the mass of the population can barely afford 
to purchase. The peasants who work at the plants are crying out for 
better pay, a decent meal on the table and maybe even the right to 
go shopping – which would ultimately require a higher exchange 
rate for the rmb and a chance to bring home some of the profit that 
all this manufacturing has generated, rather than lending it out to 
continue propping up Anglo-American consumption.34 But a rise 
in the standard of living would mean the inflation of average wages 
and the end of the China Price, choking off the export-driven mode 
of development that has brought so many millions from the country 
to the city. How to shift to another economy, where the fruits of labor 
are redistributed internally? How to invent another industry, where 
the price of progress is not deadly pollution?  Here is the riddle that 
the country’s elites have tried so hard not to answer. The collapse of 
home equity values and the consequent halt to the credit-card spree 
in Anglo-Saxon lands has finally opened up the question of the Asian 
transition, whose answer will give concrete forms to the twenty-first 
century.
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Rem Koolhaas and his Harvard research 
team first brought news of the Pearl River 
Delta to the creative classes of the West in 
the mid-1990s, amid the early stirrings of 
the new economy. Pasted up on the walls at 
Documenta X in 1997, texts and images from 
the PRD promised a new mode of critical 
research into the transformations of the 

world system.35 But the global technocracy just goes on recycling the 
old love-hate relations of the bourgeoisie and its avant-gardes. Today 
the radical Koolhaas is building not only the Beijing headquarters of 
China’s CCTV broadcasting conglomerate – the primary Communist 
Party control institution – but also the Shenzhen stock exchange, to 
inflame the investor appetites of the coastal classes. Meanwhile his 
partner Bruce Mau promotes the spectacular fiction of “massive 
change” by means of graphic design, without any curb on the ecology 
of infinite competition.36 If you want to understand the reality of 
the Pearl River Delta, the concise texts and images of the architects 
Adrian Blackwell and Xu Jian could be a lot more useful. They 
diagram the structures of a camp-like “factory territory” based on land 
leased by village collectives to industrialists, and on dormitories built 
by individuals to extract rent from migrant workers.37 Following their 
indications, I traveled to the village of Houting in the Shajing District 
of Shenzhen. The neoliberal formula of massive change by individual 
and small-group initiative has functioned perfectly in Southern China. 
What results is the banality of ordinary sprawl: modern apartments 
crowded tightly around a decaying traditional core; austere collective 
blocks and high-tech production equipment inside the specialized 
industrial sector; simpler factories scattered throughout the rest of 
the village; residual traces of an agricultural life that has vanished into 
the concrete. As usual, the labor process itself remains completely 
invisible. The walls that Gao Minglu no longer sees between the artist 
and the system have sprung up everywhere.

In 1995, the Guangzhou artist Lin Yilin did a performance 
entitled “Safely Maneuvering Across Lin He Road.” The video shows 
him sheltering from the onrushing traffic behind a temporary wall 

of breeze blocks, which he displaces brick by brick to make the 
crossing.38 The scene takes on an incredibly vivid meaning when you 
see the tremendous sprawl of the southern cities, polluted and choked 
with traffic, bordering on insanity but at the same time gleaming with 
refinement and luxury. The work could be a metaphor for an entire 
society moving ahead beneath a shield of overdevelopment that is 
about to become life-threatening, but that remains the only game 
in town – the one you’ve got to play to be part of anything. There is 
a wild lucidity to the best Chinese art, which asks for a response, for 
a dialogue, for a critical engagement with the present. As Lin writes 
on his website, “The rapidly popular art market also brings the trial 
to the artists. Chinese contemporary artists take the risk to change 
their isolated status, suddenly to become brand name stars. If Chinese 
contemporary art cannot develop a particular theory, then ultimately 
[it will] only be expensive craftwork for this period of history.”39 But 
Chinese artists were not alone in this refusal to develop a theory of 
their role in world society. Everywhere, a collective blindness toward 
the consequences of overheated development has accompanied the 
lush visual developments of the creative industries.

Cao Fei is also from the Pearl River Delta. “RMB City” bears 
witness to the irrepressible humor and deep disbelief of people who 
know how easily the dream of contemporary China could disappear 
into the maw of some unforeseen crisis. What you don’t see in the 
virtual city is what everyone who lives there knows: the wasted 
landscapes, the choked horizons, the pollution lying black and sticky 
on the shore. What you don’t see are the labor revolts, the “mass 
incidents,” the migrant workers billeted on the peripheries. What 
you don’t see are the wildly swinging real-estate prices, the continual 
financial turmoil awaiting a fully-fledged crash, or the dependent 
relations with North Americans as consumers of last resort, absorbing 
the floods of products that China itself has paid for by investments 
in Treasury Bonds and mortgage-backed securities looking more 
worthless every minute. What you don’t see is what everybody knows, 
what everybody feels in the ground beneath their feet, what nobody 
can put into an image. The incalculable risk of the twenty-first century. 
The infinite uncertainty of global individualism. 

39   ⁄
Interview with the artist 

by David Garcia, posted 

on Nov. 26, 2007, www.

nettime.org/Lists-

Archives/nettime-l-0711/

msg00085.html .
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35   ⁄
See the book of 

Documenta X, Politics/

Poetics (Ostfildern: 

Cantz, 1997), pp. 557-92. 

The research was finally 

published as a thick 

volume by a four-person 

team of editors under 

the copyright of Harvard 

University, with the 

title Great Leap Forward 

(Cologne: Taschen, 2001).

36   ⁄
See Bruce Mau et al. eds., 

Massive Change (London: 

Phaidon, 2004); the 

book is a catalogue for a 

traveling exhibition.

37   ⁄
 Adrian Blackwell and 
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= cellular structure of 

the factory territory,” in 

Urban China 12 (August, 

2006), pp. 88-93. Adrian 

Blackwell, “Territory = 

Factory,” in Architecture 

and Ideas VI, 1-2 (2007), 

pp. 50-67.

crunch! See Niall Ferguson 

and Moritz Schularick, 

“‘Chimerica’ and the 

Global Asset Market 

Boom,” International 

Finance 10, 3 (2007).

38   ⁄
See the artist’s website 

for documentation, www.

linyilin.com .


