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1. Introduction: Rhizome 

The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus together. Since each of us was several, there 
was already quite a crowd. Here we have made use of everything that came 
within range, what was closest as well as farthest away. We have assigned clever 
pseudonyms to prevent recognition. Why have we kept our own names? Out of 
habit, purely out of habit. To make ourselves unrecognizable in turn. To render 
imperceptible, not ourselves, but what makes us act, feel, and think. Also 
because it’s nice to talk like everybody else, to say the sun rises, when everybody 
knows it’s only a manner of speaking. To reach, not the point where one no 
longer says I, but the point where it is no longer of any importance whether one 
says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We have been 
aided, inspired, multiplied. 

A book has neither object nor subject; it is made of variously formed matters, 
and very different dates and speeds. To attribute the book to a subject is to 
overlook this working of matters, and the exteriority of their relations. It is to 
fabricate a beneficent God to explain geological movements. In a book, as in all 
things, there are lines of articulation or segmentarity, strata and territories; but 
also lines of flight, movements of deterritorialization and destratification. 
Comparative rates of flow on 
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these lines produce phenomena of relative slowness and viscosity, or, on the 
contrary, of acceleration and rupture. All this, lines and measurable speeds, 
constitutes an assemblage. A book is an assemblage of this kind, and as such is 
unattributable. It is a multiplicity-but we don’t know yet what the multiple entails 
when it is no longer attributed, that is, after it has been elevated to the status of a 
substantive. One side of a machinic assemblage faces the strata, which doubtless 
make it a kind of organism, or signifying totality, or determination attributable to a 
subject; it also has a side facing a body without organs, which is continually 
dismantling the organism, causing asignifying particles or pure intensities to pass 
or circulate, and attributing to itself subjects that it leaves with nothing more than a 
name as the trace of an intensity. What is the body without organs of a book? 
There are several, depending on the nature of the lines considered, their particular 
grade or density, and the possibility of their converging on a "plane of 
consistency" assuring their selection. Here, as elsewhere, the units of measure are 
what is essential: quantify writing. There is no difference between what a book 
talks about and how it is made. Therefore a book also has no object. As an 
assemblage, a book has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in 
relation to other bodies without organs. We will never ask what a book means, as 
signified or signifier; we will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask 
what it functions with, in connection with what other things it does or does not 
transmit intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and 
metamorphosed, and with what bodies without organs it makes its own converge. 
A book exists only through the outside and on the outside. A book itself is a little 
machine; what is the relation (also measurable) of this literary machine to a war 
machine, love machine, revolutionary machine, etc.-and an abstract machine that 
sweeps them along? We have been criticized for overquoting literary authors. But 
when one writes, the only question is which other machine the literary machine 
can be plugged into, must be plugged into in order to work. Kleist and a mad war 
machine, Kafka and a most extraordinary bureaucratic machine . . . (What if one 
became animal or plant through literature, which certainly does not mean 
literarily? Is it not first through the voice that one becomes animal?) Literature is 
an assemblage. It has nothing to do with ideology. There is no ideology and never 
has been. 

All we talk about are multiplicities, lines, strata and segmentarities, lines of 
flight and intensities, machinic assemblages and their various types, bodies without 
organs and their construction and selection, the plane of consistency, and in each 
case the units of measure. Stratometers, deleometers, BwO units of density, BwO 
units of convergence: Not only do these constitute a quantification of writing, but 
they define writing as always the measure of something else. Writing has nothing 
to do with 
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signifying. It has to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to come. 
A first type of book is the root-book. The tree is already the image of the world, 

or the root the image of the world-tree. This is the classical book, as noble, 
signifying, and subjective organic interiority (the strata ofthe book). The book 
imitates the world, as art imitates nature: by procedures specific to it that 
accomplish what nature cannot or can no longer do. The law of the book is the law 
of reflection, the One that becomes two. How could the law of the book reside in 
nature, when it is what presides over the very division between world and book, 
nature and art? One becomes two: whenever we encounter this formula, even stated 
strategically by Mao or understood in the most "dialectical" way possible, what we 
have before us is the most classical and well reflected, oldest, and weariest kind of 
thought. Nature doesn’t work that way: in nature, roots are taproots with a more 
multiple, lateral, and circular system of ramification, rather than a dichotomous 
one. Thought lags behind nature. Even the book as a natural reality is a taproot, 
with its pivotal spine and surrounding leaves. But the book as a spiritual reality, the 
Tree or Root as an image, endlessly develops the law of the One that becomes two, 
then of the two that become four . . . Binary logic is the spiritual reality of the 
root-tree. Even a discipline as "advanced" as linguistics retains the root-tree as its 
fundamental image, and thus remains wedded to classical reflection (for example, 
Chomsky and his grammatical trees, which begin at a point S and proceed by 
dichotomy). This is as much as to say that this system of thought has never reached 
an understanding of multiplicity: in order to arrive at two following a spiritual 
method it must assume a strong principal unity. On the side ofthe object, it is no 
doubt possible, following the natural method, to go directly from One to three, 
four, or five, but only if there is a strong principal unity available, that of the piv-
otal taproot supporting the secondary roots. That doesn’t get us very far. The binary 
logic of dichotomy has simply been replaced by biunivocal relationships between 
successive circles. The pivotal taproot provides no better understanding of 
multiplicity than the dichotomous root. One operates in the object, the other in the 
subject. Binary logic and biunivocal relationships still dominate psychoanalysis 
(the tree of delusion in the Freudian interpretation of Schreber’s case), linguistics, 
structuralism, and even information science. 

The radicle-system, or fascicular root, is the second figure of the book, to 
which our modernity pays willing allegiance. This time, the principal root has 
aborted, or its tip has been destroyed; an immediate, indefinite multiplicity of 
secondary roots grafts onto it and undergoes a flourishing development. This 
time, natural reality is what aborts the principal root, -but the-root’s unity subsists, 
as past or yet to come, as possible. We must ask 
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if reflexive, spiritual reality does not compensate for this state of things by 
demanding an even more comprehensive secret unity, or a more extensive totality. 
Take William Burroughs’s cut-up method: the folding of one text onto another, 
which constitutes multiple and even adventitious roots (like a cutting), implies a 
supplementary dimension to that of the texts under consideration. In this 
supplementary dimension of folding, unity continues its spiritual labor. That is 
why the most resolutely fragmented work can also be presented as the Total Work 
or Magnum Opus. Most modern methods for making series proliferate or a 
multiplicity grow are perfectly valid in one direction, for example, a linear 
direction, whereas a unity of totalization asserts itself even more firmly in 
another, circular or cyclic, dimension. Whenever a multiplicity is taken up in a 
structure, its growth is offset by a reduction in its laws of combination. The 
abortionists of unity are indeed angel makers, doctores angelici, because they 
affirm a properly angelic and superior unity. Joyce’s words, accurately described 
as having "multiple roots," shatter the linear unity of the word, even of language, 
only to posit a cyclic unity of the sentence, text, or knowledge. Nietzsche’s 
aphorisms shatter the linear unity of knowledge, only to invoke the cyclic unity of 
the eternal return, present as the nonknown in thought. This is as much as to say 
that the fascicular system does not really break with dualism, with the 
complementarity between a subject and an object, a natural reality and a spiritual 
reality: unity is consistently thwarted and obstructed in the object, while a new 
type of unity triumphs in the subject. The world has lost its pivot; the subject can 
no longer even dichotomize, but accedes to a higher unity, of ambivalence or 
overdetermination, in an always supplementary dimension to that of its object. 
The world has become chaos, but the book remains the image of the world: 
radicle-chaosmos rather than root-cosmos. A strange mystification: a book all the 
more total for being fragmented. At any rate, what a vapid idea, the book as the 
image of the world. In truth, it is not enough to say, "Long live the multiple," 
difficult as it is to raise that cry. No typographical, lexical, or even syntactical 
cleverness is enough to make it heard. The multiple must be made, not by always 
adding a higher dimension, but rather in the simplest of ways, by dint of sobriety, 
with the number of dimensions one already has availablealways n - 1 (the only 
way the one belongs to the multiple: always subtracted). Subtract the unique from 
the multiplicity to be constituted; write at n - 1 dimensions. A system of this kind 
could be called a rhizome. A rhizome as subterranean stem is absolutely different 
from roots and radicles. Bulbs and tubers are rhizomes. Plants with roots or 
radicles may be rhizomorphic in other respects altogether: the question is whether 
plant life in its specificity is not entirely rhizomatic. Even some animals are, in 
their pack form. Rats are rhizomes. Burrows are too, in all of their func- 
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tions of shelter, supply, movement, evasion, and breakout. The rhizome itself 
assumes very diverse forms, from ramified surface extension in all directions to 
concretion into bulbs and tubers. When rats swarm over each other. The rhizome 
includes the best and the worst: potato and couchgrass, or the weed. Animal and 
plant, couchgrass is crabgrass. We get the distinct feeling that we will convince no 
one unless we enumerate certain approximate characteristics of the rhizome. 

1 and 2. Principles of connection and heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can 
be connected to anything other, and must be. This is very different from the tree or 
root, which plots a point, fixes an order. The linguistic tree on the Chomsky model 
still begins at a point S and proceeds by dichotomy. On the contrary, not every trait 
in a rhizome is necessarily linked to a linguistic feature: semiotic chains of every 
nature are connected to very diverse modes of coding (biological, political, 
economic, etc.) that bring into play not only different regimes of signs but also 
states of things of differing status. Collective assemblages of enunciation function 
directly within machinic assemblages; it is not impossible to make a radical break 
between regimes of signs and their objects. Even when linguistics claims to 
confine itself to what is explicit and to make no presuppositions about language, it 
is still in the sphere of a discourse implying particular modes of assemblage and 
types of social power. Chomsky’s grammaticality, the categorical S symbol that 
dominates every sentence, is more fundamentally a marker of power than a 
syntactic marker: you will construct grammatically correct sentences, you will 
divide each statement into a noun phrase and a verb phrase (first dichotomy . . .). 
Our criticism of these linguistic models is not that they are too abstract but, on the 
contrary, that they are not abstract enough, that they do not reach the abstract 
machine that connects a language to the semantic and pragmatic contents of 
statements, to collective assemblages of enunciation, to a whole micropolitics of 
the social field. A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic 
chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and 
social struggles. A semiotic chain is like a tuber agglomerating very diverse acts, 
not only linguistic, but also perceptive, mimetic, gestural, and cognitive: there is no 
language in itself, nor are there any linguistic universals, only a throng of dialects, 
patois, slangs, and specialized languages. There is no ideal speaker-listener, any 
more than there is a homogeneous linguistic community. Language is, in 
Weinreich’s words, "an essentially heterogeneous reality."’ There is no mother 
tongue, only a power takeover by a dominant language within a political 
multiplicity. Language stabilizes around a parish, a bishopric, a capital. It forms a 
bulb. It evolves by subterranean stems and flows, along river valleys or train 
tracks; it spreads like a patch of oil.2 It is always possible to break a language 
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down into internal structural elements, an undertaking not fundamentally 
different from a search for roots. There is always something genealogical about a 
tree. It is not a method for the people. A method of the rhizome type, on the 
contrary, can analyze language only by decentering it onto other dimensions and 
other registers. A language is never closed upon itself, except as a function of 
impotence. 

3. Principle of multiplicity: it is only when the multiple is effectively treated as 
a substantive, "multiplicity," that it ceases to have any relation to the One as 
subject or object, natural or spiritual reality, image and world. Multiplicities are 
rhizomatic, and expose arborescent pseudomultiplicities for what they are. There 
is no unity to serve as a pivot in the object, or to divide in the subject. There is not 
even the unity to abort in the object or "return" in the subject. A multiplicity has 
neither subject nor object, only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that 
cannot increase in number without the multiplicity changing in nature (the laws of 
combination therefore increase in number as the multiplicity grows). Puppet 
strings, as a rhizome or multiplicity, are tied not to the supposed will of an artist 
or puppeteer but to a multiplicity of nerve fibers, which form another puppet in 
other dimensions connected to the first: "Call the strings or rods that move the 
puppet the weave. It might be objected that its multiplicity resides in the person of 
the actor, who projects it into the text. Granted; but the actor’s nerve fibers in turn 
form a weave. And they fall through the gray matter, the grid, into the 
undifferentiated .... The interplay approximates the pure activity of weavers 
attributed in myth to the Fates or Norris."’ An assemblage is precisely this 
increase in the dimensions of a multiplicity that necessarily changes in nature as it 
expands its connections. There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as 
those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines. When Glenn Gould 
speeds up the performance of a piece, he is not just displaying virtuosity, he is 
transforming the musical points into lines, he is making the whole piece 
proliferate. The number is no longer a universal concept measuring elements 
according to their emplacement in a given dimension, but has itself become a 
multiplicity that varies according to the dimensions considered (the primacy of 
the domain over a complex of numbers attached to that domain). We do not have 
units (unites) of measure, only multiplicities or varieties of measurement. The 
notion of unity (unite) appears only when there is a power takeover in the 
multiplicity by the signifier or a corresponding subjectification proceeding: This 
is the case for a pivot-unity forming the basis for a set of biunivocal relationships 
between objective elements or points, or for the One that divides following the 
law of a binary logic of differentiation in the subject. Unity always operates in an 
empty dimension supplementary to that of the system considered (overcoding). 

INTRODUCTION: RHIZOME   9 
 
The point is that a rhizome or multiplicity never allows itself to be overcoded, 
never has available a supplementary dimension over and above its number of 
lines, that is, over and above the multiplicity of numbers attached to those lines. 
All multiplicities are flat, in the sense that they fill or occupy all of their 
dimensions: we will therefore speak of a plane of consistency of multiplicities, 
even though the dimensions of this "plane" increase with the number of 
connections that are made on it. Multiplicities are defined by the outside: by the 
abstract line, the line of flight or deterritorialization according to which they 
change in nature and connect with other multiplicities. The plane of consistency 
(grid) is the outside of all multiplicities. The line of flight marks: the reality of a 
finite number of dimensions that the multiplicity effectively fills; the impossibility 
of a supplementary dimension, unless the multiplicity is transformed by the line of 
flight; the possibility and necessity of flattening all of the multiplicities on a single 
plane of consistency or exteriority, regardless of their number of dimensions. The 
ideal for a book would be to lay everything out on a plane of exteriority of this 
kind, on a single page, the same sheet: lived events, historical determinations, 
concepts, individuals, groups, social formations. Kleist invented a writing of this 
type, a broken chain of affects and variable speeds, with accelerations and 
transformations, always in a relation with the outside. Open rings. His texts, 
therefore, are opposed in every way to the classical or romantic book constituted 
by the interiority of a substance or subject. The war machine-book against the 
State apparatus-book. Flat multiplicities of n dimensions are asignifying and 
asubjective. They are designated by indefinite articles, or rather by partitives 
(some couchgrass, some of a rhizome . . .). 

4. Principle of asignifying rupture: against the oversignifying breaks separating 
structures or cutting across a single structure. A rhizome may be broken, shattered 
at a given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines. 
You can never get rid of ants because they form an animal rhizome that can 
rebound time and again after most of it has been destroyed. Every rhizome 
contains lines of segmentarity according to which it is stratified, territorialized, 
organized, signified, attributed, etc., as well as lines of deterritorialization down 
which it constantly flees. There is a rupture in the rhizome whenever segmentary 
lines explode into a line of flight, but the line of flight is part of the rhizome. These 
lines always tie back to one another. That is why one can never posit a dualism or 
a dichotomy, even in the rudimentary form of the good and the bad. You may 
make a rupture, draw a line of flight, yet there is still a danger that you will 
reencounter organizations that restratify everything, formations that restore power 
to a signifier, attributions that reconstitute a subjectanything you like, from 
Oedipal resurgences to fascist concretions. Groups 
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and individuals contain microfascisms just waiting to crystallize. Yes, 
couchgrass is also a rhizome. Good and bad are only the products of an active 
and temporary selection, which must be renewed. 

How could movements of deterritorialization and processes of reterri-
torialization not be relative, always connected, caught up in one another? The 
orchid deterritorializes by forming an image, a tracing of a wasp; but the wasp 
reterritorializes on that image. The wasp is nevertheless deterritorialized, 
becoming a piece in the orchid’s reproductive apparatus. But it reterritorializes the 
orchid by transporting its pollen. Wasp and orchid, as heterogeneous elements, 
form a rhizome. It could be said that the orchid imitates the wasp, reproducing its 
image in a signifying fashion (mimesis, mimicry, lure, etc.). But this is true only 
on the level of the strata-a parallelism between two strata such that a plant 
organization on one imitates an animal organization on the other. At the same 
time, something else entirely is going on: not imitation at all but a capture of code, 
surplus value of code, an increase in valence, a veritable becoming, a 
becoming-wasp of the orchid and a becoming-orchid of the wasp. Each of these 
becomings brings about the deterritorialization of one term and the 
reterritorialization of the other; the two becomings interlink and form relays in a 
circulation of intensities pushing the deterritorialization ever further. There is 
neither imitation nor resemblance, only an exploding of two heterogeneous series 
on the line of flight composed by a common rhizome that can no longer be 
attributed to or subjugated by anything signifying. Remy Chauvin expresses it 
well: "the aparallel evolution of two beings that have absolutely nothing to do 
with each other. 114 More generally, evolutionary schemas may be forced to 
abandon the old model of the tree and descent. Under certain conditions, a virus 
can connect to germ cells and transmit itself as the cellular gene of a complex 
species; moreover, it can take flight, move into the cells of an entirely different 
species, but not without bringing with it "genetic information" from the first host 
(for example, Benveniste and Todaro’s current research on a type C virus, with its 
double connection to baboon DNA and the DNA of certain kinds of domestic 
cats). Evolutionary schemas would no longer follow models of arborescent 
descent going from the least to the most differentiated, but instead a rhizome 
operating immediately in the heterogeneous and jumping from one already 
differentiated line to another.’ Once again, there is aparallel evolution, of the 
baboon and the cat; it is obvious that they are not models or copies of each other 
(a becoming-baboon in the cat does not mean that the cat "plays" baboon). We 
form a rhizome with our viruses, or rather our viruses cause us to form a rhizome 
with other animals. As Francois Jacob says, transfers of genetic material by 
viruses or through other procedures, fusions of cells originating in different 
species, have results analogous to 
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those of "the abominable couplings dear to antiquity and the Middle Ages."6 
Transversal communications between different lines scramble the genealogical 
trees. Always look for the molecular, or even submolecular, particle with which 
we are allied. We evolve and die more from our polymorphous and rhizomatic 
flus than from hereditary diseases, or diseases that have their own line of descent. 
The rhizome is an antigenealogy. 

The same applies to the book and the world: contrary to a deeply rooted belief, 
the book is not an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world, there is 
an aparallel evolution of the book and the world; the book assures the 
deterritorialization of the world, but the world effects a reterritorialization of the 
book, which in turn deterritorializes itself in the world (if it is capable, if it can). 
Mimicry is a very bad concept, since it relies on binary logic to describe 
phenomena of an entirely different nature. The crocodile does not reproduce a tree 
trunk, any more than the chameleon reproduces the colors of its surroundings. The 
Pink Panther imitates nothing, it reproduces nothing, it paints the world its color, 
pink on pink; this is its becoming-world, carried out in such a way that it becomes 
imperceptible itself, asignifying, makes its rupture, its own line of flight, follows 
its "aparallel evolution" through to the end. The wisdom of the plants: even when 
they have roots, there is always an outside where they form a rhizome with 
something else-with the wind, an animal, human beings (and there is also an 
aspect under which animals themselves form rhizomes, as do people, etc.). 
"Drunkenness as a triumphant irruption of the plant in us." Always follow the 
rhizome by rupture; lengthen, prolong, and relay the line of flight; make it vary, 
until you have produced the most abstract and tortuous of lines of n dimensions 
and broken directions. Conjugate deterritorialized flows. Follow the plants: you 
start by delimiting a first line consisting of circles of convergence around 
successive singularities; then you see whether inside that line new circles of 
convergence establish themselves, with new points located outside the limits and 
in other directions. Write, form a rhizome, increase your territory by 
deterritorialization, extend the line of flight to the point where it becomes an 
abstract machine covering the entire plane of consistency. "Go first to your old 
plant and watch carefully the watercourse made by the rain. By now the rain must 
have carried the seeds far away. Watch the crevices made by the runoff, and from 
them determine the direction of the flow. Then find the plant that is growing at the 
farthest point from your plant. All the devil’s weed plants that are growing in 
between are yours. Later . . . you can extend the size of your territory by following 
the watercourse from each point along the way."’ Music has always sent out lines 
of flight, like so many "transformational multiplicities," even overturning the very 
codes that structure or 
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arborify it; that is why musical form, right down to its ruptures and prolif-
erations, is comparable to a weed, a rhizome." 

5 and 6. Principle of cartography and decalcomania: a rhizome is not 
amenable to any structural or generative model. It is a stranger to any idea of 
genetic axis or deep structure. A genetic axis is like an objective pivotal unity 
upon which successive stages are organized; a deep structure is more like a base 
sequence that can be broken down into immediate constituents, while the unity 
of the product passes into another, transformational and subjective, dimension. 
This does not constitute a departure from the representative model of the tree, or 
root-pivotal taproot or fascicles (for example, Chomsky’s "tree" is associated 
with abase sequence and represents the 
p"~s of its own generation in terms of binary logic). A variation on the 
roce oldest form of thought. It is our view that genetic axis and profound struc-
ture are above all infinitely reproducible principles of tracing. All of tree logic is 
a logic of tracing and reproduction. In linguistics as in psychoanalysis, its object 
is an unconscious that is itself representative, crystallized into codified 
complexes, laid out along a genetic axis and distributed within a syntagmatic 
structure. Its goal is to describe a de facto state, to maintain balance in 
intersubjective relations, or to explore an unconscious that is already there from 
the start, lurking in the dark recesses of memory and language. It consists of 
tracing, on the basis of an overcoding structure or supporting axis, something 
that comes ready-made. The tree articulates and hierarchizes tracings; tracings 
are like the leaves of a tree. 

The rhizome is altogether different, a map and not a tracing. Make a map, not 
a tracing. The orchid does not reproduce the tracing of the wasp; it forms a map 
with the wasp, in a rhizome. What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that 
it is entirely oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the real. The map 
does not reproduce an unconscious closed in upon itself; it constructs the 
unconscious. It fosters connections between fields, the removal of blockages on 
bodies without organs, the maximum opening of bodies without organs onto a 
plane of consistency. It is itself a part of the rhizome. The map is open and 
connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to 
constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, 
reworked by an individual, group, or social formation. It can be drawn on a wall, 
conceived of as a work of art, constructed as a political action or as a meditation. 
Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the rhizome is that it always 
has multiple entryways; in this sense, the burrow is an animal rhizome, and 
sometimes maintains a clear distinction between the line of flight as passageway 
and storage or living strata (cf. the muskrat). A map has multiple entryways, as 
opposed to the tracing, which always comes back "to the same." The map has to 
do with performance, whereas the trac- 
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ing always involves an alleged "competence." Unlike psychoanalysis, psy-
choanalytic competence (which confines every desire and statement to a genetic 
axis or overcoding structure, and makes infinite, monotonous tracings of the 
stages on that axis or the constituents of that structure), schizoanalysis rejects any 
idea of pretraced destiny, whatever name is given to it-divine, anagogic, 
historical, economic, structural, hereditary, or syntagmatic. (It is obvious that 
Melanie Klein has no understanding of the cartography of one of her child 
patients, Little Richard, and is content to make ready-made tracings-Oedipus, the 
good daddy and the bad daddy, the bad mommy and the good mommy-while the 
child makes a desperate attempt to carry out a performance that the 
psychoanalyst totally misconstrues.)9 Drives and part-objects are neither stages 
on a genetic axis nor positions in a deep structure; they are political options for 
problems, they are entryways and exits, impasses the child lives out politically, in 
other words, with all the force of his or her desire. 

Have we not, however, reverted to a simple dualism by contrasting maps to 
tracings, as good and bad sides? Is it not of the essence of the map to be 
traceable? Is it not of the essence of the rhizome to intersect roots and sometimes 
merge with them? Does not a map contain phenomena of redundancy that are 
already like tracings of its own? Does not a multiplicity have strata upon which 
unifications and totalizations, massifications, mimetic mechanisms, signifying 
power takeovers, and subjective attributions take root? Do not even lines of 
flight, due to their eventual divergence, reproduce the very formations their 
function it was to dismantle or outflank? But the opposite is also true. It is a 
question of method: the tracing should always be put back on the map. This 
operation and the previous one are not at all symmetrical. For it is inaccurate to 
say that a tracing reproduces the map. It is instead like a photograph or X ray that 
begins by selecting or isolating, by artificial means such as colorations or other 
restrictive procedures, what it intends to reproduce. The imitator always creates 
the model, and attracts it. The tracing has already translated the map into an 
image; it has already transformed the rhizome into roots and radicles. It has 
organized, stabilized, neutralized the multiplicities according to the axes of 
signifiance and subjectification belonging to it. It has generated, structuralized the 
rhizome, and when it thinks it is reproducing something else it is in fact only 
reproducing itself. That is why the tracing is so dangerous. It injects redundancies 
and propagates them. What the tracing reproduces of the map or rhizome are only 
the impasses, blockages, incipient taproots, or points of structuration. Take a look 
at psychoanalysis and linguistics: all the former has ever made are tracings or 
photos of the unconscious, and the latter of language, with all the betrayals that 
implies (it’s not surprising that psychoanalysis tied its fate to that of linguistics). 
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Look at what happened to Little Hans already, an example of child psycho-
analysis at its purest: they kept on BREAKING HIS RHIZOME and 
BLOTCHING HIS MAP, setting it straight for him, blocking his every way out, 
until he began to desire his own shame and guilt, until they had rooted shame and 
guilt in him, PHOBIA (they barred him from the rhizome of the building, then 
from the rhizome of the street, they rooted him in his parents’ bed, they radicled 
him to his own body, they fixated him on Professor Freud). Freud explicitly takes 
Little Hans’s cartography into account, but always and only in order to project it 
back onto the family photo. And look what Melanie Klein did to Little Richard’s 
geopolitical maps: she developed photos from them, made tracings of them. 
Strike the pose or follow the axis, genetic stage or structural destiny-one way or 
the other, your rhizome will be broke. You will be allowed to live and speak, but 
only after every outlet has been obstructed. Once a rhizome has been obstructed, 
arborified, it’s all over, no desire stirs; for it is always by rhizome that desire 
moves and produces. Whenever desire climbs a tree, internal repercussions trip it 
up and it falls to its death; the rhizome, on the other hand, acts on desire by 
external, productive outgrowths. 

That is why it is so important to try the other, reverse but nonsymmetrical, 
operation. Plug the tracings back into the map, connect the roots or trees back up 
with a rhizome. In the case of Little Hans, studying the unconscious would be to 
show how he tries to build a rhizome, with the family house but also with the line 
of flight of the building, the street, etc.; how these lines are blocked, how the 
child is made to take root in the family, be photographed under the father, be 
traced onto the mother’s bed; then how Professor Freud’s intervention assures a 
power takeover by the signifier, a subjectification of affects; how the only escape 
route left to the child is a becoming-animal perceived as shameful and guilty (the 
becoming-horse of Little Hans, a truly political option). But these impasses must 
always be resituated on the map, thereby opening them up to possible lines of 
flight. The same applies to the group map: show at what point in the rhizome 
there form phenomena of massification, bureaucracy, leadership, fascization, 
etc., which lines nevertheless survive, if only underground, continuing to make 
rhizome in the shadows. Deligny’s method: map the gestures and movements of 
an autistic child, combine several maps for the same child, for several different 
children.'° If it is true that it is of the essence of the map or rhizome to have 
multiple entryways, then it is plausible that one could even enter them through 
tracings or the root-tree, assuming the necessary precautions are taken (once 
again, one must avoid any Manichaean dualism). For example, one will often be 
forced to take dead ends, to work with signifying powers and subjective 
affections, to find a foothold in formations that are Oedipal or paranoid or even 
worse, 
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rigidified territorialities that open the way for other transformational operations. It 
is even possible for psychoanalysis to serve as a foothold, in spite of itself. In 
other cases, on the contrary, one will bolster oneself directly on a line of flight 
enabling one to blow apart strata, cut roots, and make new connections. Thus, 
there are very diverse map-tracing, rhizomeroot assemblages, with variable 
coefficients of deterritorialization. There exist tree or root structures in rhizomes; 
conversely, a tree branch or root division may begin to burgeon into a rhizome. 
The coordinates are determined not by theoretical analyses implying universals 
but by a pragmatics composing multiplicities or aggregates of intensities. A new 
rhizome may form in the heart of a tree, the hollow of a root, the crook of a 
branch. Or else it is a microscopic element of the root-tree, a radicle, that gets 
rhizome production going. Accounting and bureaucracy proceed by tracings: they 
can begin to burgeon nonetheless, throwing out rhizome stems, as in a Kafka 
novel. An intensive trait starts working for itself, a hallucinatory perception, 
synesthesia, perverse mutation, or play of images shakes loose, challenging the 
hegemony of the signifier. In the case of the child, gestural, mimetic, ludic, and 
other semiotic systems regain their freedom and extricate themselves from the 
"tracing," that is, from the dominant competence of the teacher's language-a 
microscopic event upsets the local balance of power. Similarly, generative trees 
constructed according to Chomsky's syntagmatic model can open up in all 
directions, and in turn form a rhizome." To be rhizomorphous is to produce stems 
and filaments that seem to be roots, or better yet connect with them by penetrating 
the trunk, but put them to strange new uses. We're tired of trees. We should stop 
believing in trees, roots, and radicles. They've made us suffer too much. All of 
arborescent culture is founded on them, from biology to linguistics. Nothing is 
beautiful or loving or political aside from underground stems and aerial roots, 
adventitious growths and rhizomes. Amsterdam, a city entirely without roots, a 
rhizome-city with its stem-canals, where utility connects with the greatest folly in 
relation to a commercial war machine. 

Thought is not arborescent, and the brain is not a rooted or ramified matter. 
What are wrongly called "dendrites" do not assure the connection of neurons in a 
continuous fabric. The discontinuity between cells, the role of the axons, the 
functioning of the synapses, the existence of synaptic microfissures, the leap 
each message makes across these fissures, make the brain a multiplicity 
immersed in its plane of consistency or neuroglia, a whole uncertain, 
probabilistic system ("the uncertain nervous system"). Many people have a tree 
growing in their heads, but the brain itself is much more a grass than a tree. "The 
axon and the dendrite twist around each other like bindweed around brambles, 
with synapses at each of the thorns."'z The same goes for memory. Neurologists 
and psychophysiolo- 
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gists distinguish between long-term memory and short-term memory (on the 
order of a minute). The difference between them is not simply quantitative: 
short-term memory is of the rhizome or diagram type, and long-term memory is 
arborescent and centralized (imprint, engram, tracing, or photograph). Short-term 
memory is in no way subject to a law of contiguity or immediacy to its object; it 
can act at a distance, come or return a long time after, but always under 
conditions of discontinuity, rupture, and multiplicity. Furthermore, the difference 
between the two kinds of memory is not that of two temporal modes of 
apprehending the same thing; they do not grasp the same thing, memory, or idea. 
The splendor of the short-term Idea: one writes using short-term memory, and 
thus short-term ideas, even if one reads or rereads using long-term memory of 
long-term concepts. Short-term memory includes forgetting as a process; it 
merges not with the instant but instead with the nervous, temporal, and collective 
rhizome. Long-term memory (family, race, society, or civilization) traces and 
translates, but what it translates continues to act in it, from a distance, off beat, in 
an "untimely" way, not instantaneously. 

The tree and root inspire a sad image of thought that is forever imitating the 
multiple on the basis of a centered or segmented higher unity. If we consider the 
set, branches-roots, the trunk plays the role of opposed segment for one of the 
subsets running from bottom to top: this kind of segment is a "link dipole," in 
contrast to the "unit dipoles" formed by spokes radiating from a single center." 
Even if the links themselves proliferate, as in the radicle system, one can never 
get beyond the One-Two, and fake multiplicities. Regenerations, reproductions, 
returns, hydras, and medusas do not get us any further. Arborescent systems are 
hierarchical systems with centers of signifiance and subjectification, central 
automata like organized memories. In the corresponding models, an element only 
receives information from a higher unit, and only receives a subjective affection 
along preestablished paths. This is evident in current problems in information 
science and computer science, which still cling to the oldest modes of thought in 
that they grant all power to a memory or central organ. Pierre Rosenstiehl and 
Jean Petitot, in a fine article denouncing "the imagery of command trees" 
(centered systems or hierarchical structures), note that "accepting the primacy of 
hierarchical structures amounts to giving arborescent structures privileged status 
.... The arborescent form admits of topological explanation .... In a hierarchical 
system, an individual has only one active neighbor, his or her hierarchical 
superior . . . . The channels of transmission are preestablished: the arborescent 
system preexists the individual, who is integrated into it at an allotted place" 
(signifiance and subjectification). The authors point out that even when one 
thinks one has reached a multiplicity, it may be a false one-of what we call the 
radicle 
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type-because its ostensibly nonhierarchical presentation or statement in fact only 
admits of a totally hierarchical solution. An example is the famous friendship 
theorem: "If any two given individuals in a society have precisely one mutual 
friend, then there exists an individual who is the friend of all the others." 
(Rosenstiehl and Petitot ask who that mutual friend is. Who is "the universal friend 
in this society of couples: the master, the confessor, the doctor? These ideas are 
curiously far removed from the initial axioms." Who is this friend of humankind? 
Is it the philo-sopher as he appears in classical thought, even if he is an aborted 
unity that makes itself felt only through its absence or subjectivity, saying all the 
while, I know nothing, I am nothing?) Thus the authors speak of dictatorship theo-
rems. Such is indeed the principle of roots-trees, or their outcome: the radicle 
solution, the structure of Power. ’4 

To these centered systems, the authors contrast acentered systems, finite 
networks of automata in which communication runs from any neighbor to any 
other, the stems or channels do not preexist, and all individuals are 
interchangeable, defined only by their state at a given moment-such that the local 
operations are coordinated and the final, global result synchronized without a 
central agency. Transduction of intensive states replaces topology, and "the graph 
regulating the circulation of information is in a way the opposite of the 
hierarchical graph .... There is no reason for the graph to be a tree" (we have been 
calling this kind of graph a map). The problem of the war machine, or the firing 
squad: is a general necessary for n individuals to manage to fire in unison? The 
solution without a General is to be found in an acentered multiplicity possessing a 
finite number of states with signals to indicate corresponding speeds, from a war 
rhizome or guerrilla logic point of view, without any tracing, without any copying 
of a central order. The authors even demonstrate that this kind of machinic 
multiplicity, assemblage, or society rejects any centralizing or unifying automaton 
as an "asocial intrusion."’ S Under these conditions, n is in fact always n - 1. 
Rosenstiehl and Petitot emphasize that the opposition, centered-acentered, is valid 
less as a designation for things than as a mode of calculation applied to things. 
Trees may correspond to the rhizome, or they may burgeon into a rhizome. It is 
true that the same thing is generally susceptible to both modes of calculation or 
both types of regulation, but not without undergoing a change in state. Take 
psychoanalysis as an example again: it subjects the unconscious to arborescent 
structures, hierarchical graphs, recapitulatory memories, central organs, the 
phallus, the phallus-tree-not only in its theory but also in its practice of calculation 
and treatment. Psychoanalysis cannot change its method in this regard: it bases its 
own dictatorial power upon a dictatorial conception of the unconscious. 
Psychoanalysis’s margin of maneuverability is therefore very 
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limited. In both psychoanalysis and its object, there is always a general, always a 
leader (General Freud). Schizoanalysis, on the other hand, treats the unconscious 
as an acentered system, in other words, as a machinic network of finite automata 
(a rhizome), and thus arrives at an entirely different state of the unconscious. 
These same remarks apply to linguistics; Rosenstiehl and Petitot are right to 
bring up the possibility of an "acentered organization of a society of words." For 
both statements and desires, the issue is never to reduce the unconscious or to 
interpret it or to make it signify according to a tree model. The issue is to 
produce the unconscious, and with it new statements, different desires: the 
rhizome is precisely this production of the unconscious. 

It is odd how the tree has dominated Western reality and all of Western 
thought, from botany to biology and anatomy, but also gnosiology, theology, 
ontology, all of philosophy . . . : the root-foundation, Grund, racine, fondement. 
The West has a special relation to the forest, and deforestation; the fields carved 
from the forest are populated with seed plants produced by cultivation based on 
species lineages of the arborescent type; animal raising, carried out on fallow 
fields, selects lineages forming an entire animal arborescence. The East presents a 
different figure: a relation to the steppe and the garden (or in some cases, the 
desert and the oasis), rather than forest and field; cultivation of tubers by 
fragmentation of the individual; a casting aside or bracketing of animal raising, 
which is confined to closed spaces or pushed out onto the steppes ofthe nomads. 
The West: agriculture based on a chosen lineage containing a large number of 
variable individuals. The East: horticulture based on a small number of 
individuals derived from a wide range of "clones." Does not the East, Oceania in 
particular, offer something like a rhizomatic model opposed in every respect to 
the Western model of the tree? Andre Haudricourt even sees this as the basis for 
the opposition between the moralities or philosophies of transcendence dear to the 
West and the immanent ones of the East: the God who sows and reaps, as 
opposed to the God who replants and unearths (replanting of offshoots versus 
sowing of seeds).’ 6 Transcendence: a specifically European disease. Neither is 
music the same, the music of the earth is different, as is sexuality: seed plants, 
even those with two sexes in the same plant, subjugate sexuality to the 
reproductive model; the rhizome, on the other hand, is a liberation of sexuality 
not only from reproduction but also from genitality. Here in the West, the tree has 
implanted itself in our bodies, rigidifying and stratifying even the sexes. We have 
lost the rhizome, or the grass. Henry Miller: "China is the weed in the human 
cabbage patch . . . . The weed is the Nemesis of human endeavor . . . . Of all the 
imaginary existences we attribute to plant, beast and star the weed leads the most 
satisfactory life of all. True, the weed produces no lilies, no battleships, no Ser- 
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mons on the Mount .... Eventually the weed gets the upper hand. Eventually 
things fall back into a state of China. This condition is usually referred to by 
historians as the Dark Age. Grass is the only way out .... The weed exists only to 
fill the waste spaces left by cultivated areas. It grows between, among other 
things. The lily is beautiful, the cabbage is provender, the poppy is 
maddening-but the weed is rank growth . . . : it points a moral."" Which China is 
Miller talking about? The old China, the new, an imaginary one, or yet another 
located on a shifting map? 

America is a special case. Of course it is not immune from domination by 
trees or the search for roots. This is evident even in the literature, in the quest for 
a national identity and even for a European ancestry or genealogy (Kerouac going 
off in search of his ancestors). Nevertheless, everything important that has 
happened or is happening takes the route of the American rhizome: the beatniks, 
the underground, bands and gangs, successive lateral offshoots in immediate 
connection with an outside. American books are different from European books, 
even when the American sets off in pursuit of trees. The conception of the book is 
different. Leaves ofGrass. And directions in America are different: the search for 
arborescence and the return to the Old World occur in the East. But there is the 
rhizomatic West, with its Indians without ancestry, its ever-receding limit, its 
shifting and displaced frontiers. There is a whole American "map" in the West, 
where even the trees form rhizomes. America reversed the directions: it put its 
Orient in the West, as if it were precisely in America that the earth came full 
circle; its West is the edge of the East. ’8 (India is not the intermediary between 
the Occident and the Orient, as Haudricourt believed: America is the pivot point 
and mechanism of reversal.) The American singer Patti Smith sings the bible of 
the American dentist: Don’t go for the root, follow the canal . . . 

Are there not also two kinds of bureaucracy, or even three (or still more)? 
Western bureaucracy: its agrarian, cadastral origins; roots and fields; trees and 
their role as frontiers; the great census of William the Conqueror; feudalism; the 
policies of the kings of France; making property the basis of the State; 
negotiating land through warfare, litigation, and marriages. The kings of France 
chose the lily because it is a plant with deep roots that clings to slopes. Is 
bureaucracy the same in the Orient? Of course it is all too easy to depict an 
Orient of rhizomes and immanence; yet it is true that in the Orient the State does 
not act following a schema of arborescence corresponding to preestablished, 
arborified, and rooted classes; its bureaucracy is one of channels, for example, 
the much-discussed case of hydraulic power with "weak property," in which the 
State engenders channeled and channelizing classes (cf. the aspects of Wittfogel’s 
work that have not been refuted). 19 The despot acts as a river, not as a 
fountainhead, which is still a 
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point, a tree-point or root; he flows with the current rather than sitting under a 
tree; Buddha’s tree itself becomes a rhizome; Mao’s river and Louis’s tree. Has 
not America acted as an intermediary here as well? For it proceeds both by 
internal exterminations and liquidations (not only the Indians but also the 
farmers, etc.), and by successive waves of immigration from the outside. The 
flow of capital produces an immense channel, a quantification of power with 
immediate "quanta," where each person profits from the passage of the money 
flow in his or her own way (hence the reality-myth of the poor man who strikes it 
rich and then falls into poverty again): in America everything comes together, 
tree and channel, root and rhizome. There is no universal capitalism, there is no 
capitalism in itself; capitalism is at the crossroads of all kinds of formations, it is 
neocapitalism by nature. It invents its eastern face and western face, and reshapes 
them both-all for the worst. 

At the same time, we are on the wrong track with all these geographical 
distributions. An impasse. So much the better. If it is a question of showing that 
rhizomes also have their own, even more rigid, despotism and hierarchy, then 
fine and good: for there is no dualism, no ontological dualism between here and 
there, no axiological dualism between good and bad, no blend or American 
synthesis. There are knots of arborescence in rhizomes, and rhizomatic offshoots 
in roots. Moreover, there are despotic formations of immanence and 
channelization specific to rhizomes, just as there are anarchic deformations in the 
transcendent system of trees, aerial roots, and subterranean stems. The important 
point is that the root-tree and canal-rhizome are not two opposed models: the first 
operates as a transcendent model and tracing, even if it engenders its own 
escapes; the second operates as an immanent process that overturns the model 
and outlines a map, even if it constitutes its own hierarchies, even if it gives rise 
to a despotic channel. It is not a question of this or that place on earth, or of a 
given moment in history, still less of this or that category of thought. It is a 
question of a model that is perpetually in construction or collapsing, and of a 
process that is perpetually prolonging itself, breaking off and starting up again. 
No, this is not a new or different dualism. The problem of writing: in order to 
designate something exactly, anexact expressions are utterly unavoidable. Not at 
all because it is a necessary step, or because one can only advance by 
approximations: anexactitude is in no way an approximation; on the contrary, it is 
the exact passage of that which is under way. We invoke one dualism only in 
order to challenge another. We employ a dualism of models only in order to 
arrive at a process that challenges all models. Each time, mental correctives are 
necessary to undo the dualisms we had no wish to construct but through which 
we pass. Arrive at the magic formula we all seek-PLURALISM = MONISM-via 
all the dualisms that are 
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the enemy, an entirely necessary enemy, the furniture we are forever rearranging. 
Let us summarize the principal characteristics of a rhizome: unlike trees or 

their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and its traits are not 
necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play very different 
regimes of signs, and even nonsign states. The rhizome is reducible neither to the 
One nor the multiple. It is not the One that becomes Two or even directly three, 
four, five, etc. It is not a multiple derived from the One, or to which One is added 
(n + 1). It is composed not of units but of dimensions, or rather directions in 
motion. It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) from 
which it grows and which it overspills. It constitutes linear multiplicities with n 
dimensions having neither subject nor object, which can be laid out on a plane of 
consistency, and from which the One is always subtracted (n - 1). When a mul-
tiplicity of this kind changes dimension, it necessarily changes in nature as well, 
undergoes a metamorphosis. Unlike a structure, which is defined by a set of 
points and positions, with binary relations between the points and biunivocal 
relationships between the positions, the rhizome is made only of lines: lines of 
segmentarity and stratification as its dimensions, and the line of flight or 
deterritorialization as the maximum dimension after which the multiplicity 
undergoes metamorphosis, changes in nature. These lines, or lineaments, should 
not be confused with lineages of the arborescent type, which are merely 
localizable linkages between points and positions. Unlike the tree, the rhizome is 
not the object of reproduction: neither external reproduction as image-tree nor 
internal reproduction as tree-structure. The rhizome is an antigenealogy. It is a 
short-term memory, or antimemory. The rhizome operates by variation, 
expansion, conquest, capture, offshoots. Unlike the graphic arts, drawing, or 
photography, unlike tracings, the rhizome pertains to a map that must be 
produced, constructed, a map that is always detachable, connectable, reversible, 
modifiable, and has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight. It is 
tracings that must be put on the map, not the opposite. In contrast to centered 
(even polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes of communication and 
preestablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered, nonhierarchical, nonsignifying 
system without a General and without an organizing memory or central 
automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states. What is at question in the 
rhizome is a relation to sexuality-but also to the animal, the vegetal, the world, 
politics, the book, things natural and artificial-that is totally different from the 
arborescent relation: all manner of "becomings." 

A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or the end. A rhizome 
is made of plateaus. Gregory Bateson uses the word "plateau" to 
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designate something very special: a continuous, self-vibrating region of 
intensities whose development avoids any orientation toward a culmination point 
or external end. Bateson cites Balinese culture as an example: mother-child 
sexual games, and even quarrels among men, undergo this bizarre intensive 
stabilization. "Some sort of continuing plateau of intensity is substituted for 
[sexual] climax," war, or a culmination point. It is a regrettable characteristic of 
the Western mind to relate expressions and actions to exterior or transcendent 
ends, instead of evaluating them on a plane of consistency on the basis of their 
intrinsic value.2° For example, a book composed of chapters has culmination and 
termination points. What takes place in a book composed instead of plateaus that 
communicate with one another across microfissures, as in a brain? We call a 
"plateau" any multiplicity connected to other multiplicities by superficial 
underground stems in such a way as to form or extend a rhizome. We are writing 
this book as a rhizome. It is composed of plateaus. We have given it a circular 
form, but only for laughs. Each morning we would wake up, and each of us 
would ask himself what plateau he was going to tackle, writing five lines here, 
ten there. We had hallucinatory experiences, we watched lines leave one plateau 
and proceed to another like columns of tiny ants. We made circles of 
convergence. Each plateau can be read starting anywhere and can be related to 
any other plateau. To attain the multiple, one must have a method that effectively 
constructs it; no typographical cleverness, no lexical agility, no blending or 
creation of words, no syntactical boldness, can substitute for it. In fact, these are 
more often than not merely mimetic procedures used to disseminate or disperse a 
unity that is retained in a different dimension for an image-book. 
Technonarcissism. Typographical, lexical, or syntactic creations are necessary 
only when they no longer belong to the form of expression of a hidden unity, 
becoming themselves dimensions of the multiplicity under consideration; we only 
know of rare successes in this .2' We ourselves were unable to do it. We just used 
words that in turn function for us as plateaus. RHIZOMATICS = 
SCHIZOANALYSIS = STRATOANALYSIS = PRAGMATICS = 
MICROPOLITICS. These words are concepts, but concepts are lines, which is to 
say, number systems attached to a particular dimension of the multiplicities 
(strata, molecular chains, lines of flight or rupture, circles of convergence, etc.). 
Nowhere do we claim for our concepts the title of a science. We are no more 
familiar with scientificity than we are with ideology; all we know are 
assemblages. And the only assemblages are machinic assemblages of desire and 
collective assemblages of enunciation. No signifiance, no subjectification: 
writing to the nth power (all individuated enunciation remains trapped within the 
dominant significations, all signifying desire is associated with dominated subj 
ects). An assemblage, in its multiplicity, necessarily acts on semiotic flows, 
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material flows, and social flows simultaneously (independently of any 
recapitulation that may be made of it in a scientific or theoretical corpus). There 
is no longer a tripartite division between a field of reality (the world) and a field 
of representation (the book) and a field of subjectivity (the author). Rather, an 
assemblage establishes connections between certain multiplicities drawn from 
each of these orders, so that a book has no sequel nor the world as its object nor 
one or several authors as its subject. In short, we think that one cannot write 
sufficiently in the name of an outside. The outside has no image, no signification, 
no subjectivity. The book as assemblage with the outside, against the book as 
image of the world. A rhizomebook, not a dichotomous, pivo~al, or fascicular 
book. Never send down roots, or plant them, however difficult it may be to avoid 
reverting to the old procedures. "Those things which occur to me, occur to me not 
from the root up but rather only from somewhere about their middle. Let 
someone then attempt to seize them, let someone attempt to seize a blade of grass 
and hold fast to it when it begins to grow only from the middle."zz Why is this so 
difficult? The question is directly one of perceptual semiotics. It's not easy to see 
things in the middle, rather than looking down on them from above or up at them 
from below, or from left to right or right to left: try it, you'll see that everything 
changes. It's not easy to see the grass in things and in words (similarly, Nietzsche 
said that an aphorism had to be "ruminated"; never is a plateau separable from the 
cows that populate it, which are also the clouds in the sky). 

History is always written from the sedentary point of view and in the name of 
a unitary State apparatus, at least a possible one, even when the topic is nomads. 
What is lacking is a Nomadology, the opposite of a history. There are rare 
successes in this also, for example, on the subject of the Children's Crusades: 
Marcel Schwob's book multiplies narratives like so many plateaus with variable 
numbers of dimensions. Then there is Andrzej ewski's book, Les pontes du 
paradis (The gates of paradise), composed of a single uninterrupted sentence; a 
flow of children; a flow of walking with pauses, straggling, and forward rushes; 
the semiotic flow of the confessions of all the children who go up to the old 
monk at the head of the procession to make their declarations; a flow of desire 
and sexuality, each child having left out of love and more or less directly led by 
the dark posthumous pederastic desire of the count of Vendome; all this with 
circles of convergence. What is important is not whether the flows are "One or 
multiple"-we're past that point: there is a collective assemblage of enunciation, a 
machinic assemblage of desire, one inside the other and both plugged into an 
immense outside that is a multiplicity in any case. A more recent example is 
Armand Farrachi's book on the Fourth Crusade, La dislocation, in which the 
sentences space themselves out and disperse, or else 
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jostle together and coexist, and in which the letters, the typography begin to 
dance as the crusade grows more delirious .z3 These are models of nomadic and 
rhizomatic writing. Writing weds a war machine and lines of flight, abandoning 
the strata, segmentarities, sedentarity, the State apparatus. But why is a model still 
necessary? Aren’t these books still "images" of the Crusades? Don’t they still 
retain a unity, in Schwob’s case a pivotal unity, in Farrachi’s an aborted unity, and 
in the most beautiful example, Les portes du paradis, the unity of the funereal 
count? Is there a need for a more profound nomadism than that of the Crusades, a 
nomadism of true nomads, or of those who no longer even move or imitate 
anything? The nomadism of those who only assemble (agencent). How can the 
book find an adequate outside with which to assemble in heterogeneity, rather 
than a world to reproduce? The cultural book is necessarily a tracing: already a 
tracing of itself, a tracing of the previous book by the same author, a tracing of 
other books however different they may be, an endless tracing of established 
concepts and words, a tracing of the world present, past, and future. Even the 
anticultural book may still be burdened by too heavy a cultural load: but it will 
use it actively, for forgetting instead of remembering, for underdevelopment 
instead of progress toward development, in nomadism rather than sedentarity, to 
make a map instead of a tracing. RHIZOMATICS = POP ANALYSIS, even if the 
people have other things to do besides read it, even if the blocks of academic 
culture or pseudoscientificity in it are still too painful or ponderous. For science 
would go completely mad if left to its own devices. Look at mathematics: it’s not 
a science, it’s a monster slang, it’s nomadic. Even in the realm of theory, 
especially in the realm of theory, any precarious and pragmatic framework is 
better than tracing concepts, with their breaks and progress changing nothing. 
Imperceptible rupture, not signifying break. The nomads invented a war machine 
in opposition to the State apparatus. History has never comprehended nomadism, 
the book has never comprehended the outside. The State as the model for the 
book and for thought has a long history: logos, the philosopher-king, the 
transcendence of the Idea, the interiority of the concept, the republic of minds, the 
court of reason, the functionaries of thought, man as legislator and subject. The 
State’s pretension to be a world order, and to root man. The war machine’s 
relation to an outside is not another "model"; it is an assemblage that makes 
thought itself nomadic, and the book a working part in every mobile machine, a 
stem for a rhizome (Kleist and Kafka against Goethe). 

Write to the nth power, the n - 1 power, write with slogans: Make rhizomes, 
not roots, never plant! Don’t sow, grow offshoots! Don’t be one or multiple, be 
multiplicities! Run lines, never plot a point! Speed turns the point into a line!z4 
Be quick, even when standing still! Line of chance, line 

INTRODUCTION: RHIZOME   25 
 

of hips, line of flight. Don’t bring out the General in you! Don’t have just ideas, 
just have an idea (Godard). Have short-term ideas. Make maps, not photos or 
drawings. Be the Pink Panther and your loves will be like the wasp and the 
orchid, the cat and the baboon. As they say about old man river: 

 
He don’t plant ’tatos 
Don’t plant cotton 
Them that plants them is soon forgotten 
But old man river he just keeps rollin’ along 

 
A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, 

interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely 
alliance. The tree imposes the verb "to be," but the fabric of the rhizome is the 
conjunction, "and . . . and . . . and. . ."This conjunction carries enough force to 
shake and uproot the verb "to be." Where are you going? Where are you coming 
from? What are you heading for? These are totally useless questions. Making a 
clean slate, starting or beginning again from ground zero, seeking a beginning or 
a foundation-all imply a false conception of voyage and movement (a conception 
that is methodical, pedagogical, initiatory, symbolic. . .). But Kleist, Lenz, and 
Buchner have another way of traveling and moving: proceeding from the middle, 
through the middle, coming and going rather than starting and finishing.25 
American literature, and already English literature, manifest this rhizomatic 
direction to an even greater extent; they know how to move between things, 
establish a logic of the AND, overthrow ontology, do away with foundations, 
nullify endings and beginnings. They know how to practice pragmatics. The 
middle is by no means an average; on the contrary, it is where things pick up 
speed. Between things does not designate a localizable relation going from one 
thing to the other and back again, but a perpendicular direction, a transversal 
movement that sweeps one and the other away, a stream without beginning or 
end that undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle. 
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Political utopia is nothing that would be obsolete in modern or postmodern days, it’s nothing that can be 
ruled out today, but of course there are some things, some aspects that have to be different. Political 
utopia, utopian thinking today has to differ from most of the stuff we are familiar with as political utopias. 
I think, the first important thing is that it has to be non-prescriptive. Most utopian thinking is prescriptive 
in the sense that it dictates people what to do. The idea behind it is that if you set up proper rules, then 
society will run okay. But these rules have to be respected, of course, it’s like a cage built by the author 
of the utopia, and then you can put people in, and they have to follow the rules, and then it will work. 
And this, I think, is something that is not acceptable today and can never be a free utopia. So you have 
to build your utopia on the fact that people do what they want, you cannot impose your ideas of the right 
consciousness, of right and wrong, you cannot rule out some desires, some actions as wrong, this is what 
you have to do. I think this is very important.  
I think it is also necessary that utopian thinking is not elitist in the sense that you have an elite that has 
the right consciousness, the right knowledge, a group of decision-makers, of scientific thinkers that can 
define for others what is the real case, but you have to build utopia on an equal community, where it 
does not matter what people have read and what theories they are acquainted with. Yes, it has to work 
with different people and they have to have the possibility of participating on an equal basis. They should 
not be excluded, access to this utopia should not be restricted by the question where people, where a 
person comes from. 
I also think that today political utopias can no longer be hierarchical. By this I do not want to stress the 
point of hierarchy and organization, but a hierarchy of main stuff and minor stuff, of the fields of the 
social that are seen as important and others that are seen as not so important – which is typical of 
classical utopias. In fact, we know a lot of utopian thinking that says: the core business is what we call 
economy, is what big business does, is how tools are made, and other aspects like raising children or 
doing creative work, acting together in a modest and proper way are minor stuff and have to follow the 
rules of the others. And I think this is illegitimate – because it is always combined with a hierarchy 
between different people doing different stuff in these utopian societies – and a clear case of inequality. 
So one could say you have to bring utopia back to the kitchen, and it has to work there, and the rules of 
the kitchen have to be the rules of bigger cooperations – and not the other way round. Everything that 
people do together is a kind of cooperation because they share work and they use the work and the 
experience and the bodily existence of others – also historical and direct and indirect ways. And though 
there are two extremes, free cooperations and forced cooperations, most of what we know in most 
societies is forced cooperation. 
 
There are three aspects that have to be taken into account if you want to build a free cooperation. The 
first is that all rules in this cooperation can be questioned by everybody, there are no holy rules that 
people cannot question or reject or bargain and negotiate about – which is not the case in most of the 
cooperations and organizational forms that we know.  
And the second aspect that has to be guaranteed for free cooperation is that people can question and 
change these rules by using this primary material force of refusing to cooperate, by restricting their 
cooperation, by holding back what they do for these cooperations, making conditions under which they 
are willing to cooperate, or leaving cooperations. They must be guaranteed the right to use these 
measures to influence the rules and that everybody in the cooperation can do this. 
And the third aspect – which is important because otherwise it would be just a blackmailing of the less 
powerful ones by the more powerful ones – is that the price of not cooperating, the price that it costs if 
you restrict your cooperation or if the cooperation splits up, should be …not exactly equal …but similar for 
all participants in this cooperation, and it should be affordable. That means, it can be done, it’s not 
impossible, it’s not a question of sheer existence to cooperate in this way. 
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So if these three conditions are guaranteed, a cooperation is free or can be free, because everybody can 
question and change the rules, can negotiate about the rules by using his or her power to restrict what 
he or she puts into this cooperation, or by splitting up and searching another way to cooperate with other 
people and other groups. And the idea is to say that this third aspect, the price, which is not money 
necessarily, the price that it costs to split up or to restrict cooperation – to make this price equal and 
possible for all participants, that’s the core business of leftist policy, that’s the real core business, that’s 
what leftist policy does, it adjusts rules in a way that people have the same power to influence rules 
because the price that it costs them if there is a split or if they restrict their engagement is the same for 
everybody. 
 
A good example of free cooperation is the way the women of the Zapatistas acted in the phase when the 
movement started and the decision about how to fight and when to fight the Mexican government, and 
when to use even military force was to be made. Because according to reports, there was an assembly of 
the women who took part in the movement and they made clear that there were certain conditions for 
them under which they would participate in the fight and which they wanted to be realized: questions of 
representation in the movement, of acknowledgement of women’s rights by the movement. If this was 
done, they could participate, otherwise there would be just a ”no” from them. And I think this is a good 
example, because that’s something that went wrong in a lot of national and colonial liberation 
movements we know, because there the form was the main question…now one has to fight a colonial 
system, everybody has to join this fight and other questions have to be addressed later on – which, of 
course, doesn’t work, because the point when you start is the point to enter into some basic negotiations. 
And they used their kind of power, that is, they used the possibility of refusing to join the movement, 
they made conditions for their cooperation and they did it in a way that was based on their power as a 
group. There was no need for them to infiltrate the formal base of decision-making in the Zapatista 
movement, these things work independently of how these structures are organized. They came together 
as a group and said: We will participate only if, yes,… or yes, only if…, or no, if not. And that’s also 
typical because it’s not necessary that everybody understands their motives or their reason, it’s not 
necessary that they explain everything about it. It’s just a negotiation which takes place and a decision 
that can be made. And I think this is very important for free cooperation and their primal force, because 
it’s close to the point where this force gets lost in most systems of formal representation, of formal 
decision-making – so much is ruled out because it doesn’t fit as a system. But in this example this force 
was really used. 
 
If we try to get closer to the concept of free cooperation, if we ask what kind of politics derives from this 
concept, I think it is necessary to give a kind of overview of what kinds of instruments are used in forced 
cooperations, what levels of force exist in society and what is needed for every group that wants to 
liberate itself and fight this. If we do this, we will also see that different social movements have centered 
or focussed on different aspects of forced cooperation, which accounts for contradictions between them. 
Not all of these contradictions are necessary; a lot of them can be explained by different historical 
contexts and a different situation.  
I think on the one hand it is useful to make clear that force is exercised on various levels, let’s say on five 
different levels ranging from direct, material force, brutal force, if you want, to various forms of economic 
force, which use dependency, different kinds of control, to more genuinely social forms of force like 
discrimination, for which just a special kind of behavior of people in a group is needed and not necessarily 
anything more drastic. 
There’s also a level which has to do with the control of the public, the control of who can speak and who 
is heard in a society, and there’s a level that has to do with forms of dependency in general because the 
more you are dependent on a cooperation, the less you are free in your acting against it. 
These are different forms of force and on the other hand you can make a kind of matrix out of it. There 
are some steps that every individual or every group that wants to liberate itself has to take. First, you 
have to dismantle the instruments of domination, you have to abandon the idea of using them for better 
things. Taking over the citadels and then pursuing a better policy – no, you have to bring down these 
instruments of force, you have to find alternative ways of cooperation and negotiation, alternative rules 
of the social, which… I use the term of the politics of relationships because it’s used in the Italian feminist 
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discussion. You could also say you have to find alternative ways of socializing, you also have to develop 
new social abilities, which we do not have or which we lose in our social systems because we are not 
trained in how to negotiate with each other. You also have to develop forms of getting independent and 
forms of articulation, critical articulation, of reclaiming public space. So if you do this, you will get a kind 
of matrix and then you will see that the concept of the politics of free cooperation is not something that 
somebody invents as a blueprint, it’s something that’s derived from what social movements have been 
doing in the 20th and 21st centuries. 
 
It’s very important that the concept of free cooperation does not dictate special ways of structuring 
societies or any other levels of the social. It’s just a way how decisions are made and it can and will 
always include the rule-making that enables groups and people to make decisions that are not made by 
every member of this group. It also enables groups to say: We want a special kind of rule here, which is 
necessary for us now at the moment, which may not be the ultimate idea in the long term, but we can 
choose it as long as there is a guarantee that it can be reversed. I think this is important because it 
enables groups and movements and big communities to learn, to experiment, to adjust their forms to the 
problems they face. 
We tend to be very critical of other communities by pointing out aspects which, on the face of it, run 
counter to the notion of freedom and equality. We say, this liberation movement in its fight has a kind of 
military hierarchy, but I think this is not the point. The point is: is it possible for these groups to reverse 
this decision, is it really a decision that is made, under conditions of equality and of their own free will, by 
the participants because it’s necessary in that fight, or has it come to a point where it cannot be stopped, 
where it’s not possible because of new inequalities to take this back – which, of course, is the case in 
most examples, but this is a different question. I think it is possible to question what other communities 
do, in this way, but this does not mean that I can speak for them and decide what is right for them now. 
But I can point out problems and developments I see and I can point out when there’s really no 
possibility of free and equal decision-making and cooperation any more. 
 
An interesting question that is often raised is: What does free cooperation mean as a kind of economic 
concept, is it possible to run a business cooperation as a free cooperation, what does it mean, what does 
it look like. Isn’t it impossible because enterprises can’t split up if the people working there disagree on 
the future course of this enterprise, and doesn’t it introduce an element of instability into the whole 
system, do we not have to rule this out, isn’t free cooperation based on the condition that everybody has 
enough to eat and a decent living, and this is guaranteed by what the economic process does, it’s not 
itself subject to free cooperation.  
And I think this is a very important point because of course enterprises can be run as free cooperations. 
And again, we know examples of this from different kinds of social projects that deal with money, that 
produce things and are run as a free cooperation, with people negotiating, agreeing and splitting up if 
they do not agree any more, and finding ways of how to do it in an equal and just way. And we also have 
examples from this so-called third sector, where groups deal with public money and public capital, which 
is given to them to bring special results, but which are also free with regard to the ways they achieve it. I 
think we have these examples and it is clear that it is something that would change structures in 
enterprises in a radical way, because if you apply the concept, then it is clear that we have to do a lot in 
every concentrated economic organization. That rules out the possibility that there are people who have 
such a special knowledge that nothing can be done without them, for example. So it also has to imply 
processes of distributing knowledge and abilities. It also takes an environment where it is possible for 
people to quit and leave, yes, because there are other possibilities for them – which means they have 
their form of material existence guaranteed, it does not depend on their job there. This means that public 
investments are effected in a way that there is not only one structure where I can work with my 
professional knowledge, I can choose them, and which guarantees that I can take my fair part of the 
whole with me – which, of course, is a radical question, but it is absolutely necessary. And I cannot see 
why it should not be possible for enterprises to split up if there are disagreements about their future 
course. We already see it today: big capital splits up small capitals, recombines the whole, it does all of 
this stuff and we find it quite natural, and yet we cannot imagine the people who work there, who 
cooperate there, doing it themselves.  
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And I think there is another very important aspect, that is, if you mention enterprises as a form of free 
cooperation, we need forms to bring in the people outside. This was a blind spot even in some 
experiments within socialist countries which came close – like the idea of a workers’ democracy within 
the enterprise – but which excluded all the people outside. So we also need to ensure that their form of 
cooperation – because they enable the enterprises to do their stuff – is represented in a way. I think that 
we will need a lot of practical experience to do that. We also need a review of historical experiments with 
it, which is not done today. And I think it is crucial because the question of how to deal with this 
economic power, of course, is the core of how to deal with social power at all.  
 
The main question with regard to implementing free cooperation in today’s world, of course, is the 
question of property. I think for this it is necessary to underline the idea that all property or social capital 
is something that is based on collective work, of course, not only even on the work of people living today, 
it’s also something that capitalizes on the activities, the work, the thinking of people of the past, of a very 
large number of people and their lives. So this kind of capital, which we are concerned with in the form 
of, say, technical or social knowledge, in the sense of industrial capital, of intellectual capital, which is 
very important today, is something that cannot belong to a small number of people only, just because 
they are the CEOs of a company – this is just ridiculous. On the other hand property, the access to 
capital is something that is necessary for people. It is nothing one has to be ashamed of to claim a share 
of property in the world, because we need the work of others, we need the access to capital to do things, 
to survive. So it is not conceivable to say there are no forms of property at all. I do not think it is 
conceivable to say we should have a society or a community where everybody does what he or she likes 
and takes what he or she wants. So rules regulating access to property are necessary, and I think this 
includes the necessity of transferring property, of distributing property in a more equal way than it is 
done today. And it must be clear that this is a process that has necessary steps. Because we can 
acknowledge that property is not always something that can be cut into small slices and distributed. So 
this is a process of reshaping property in a society, of redistributing. 
 
An important issue that has to be addressed today is the mobility of capital. It’s just the opposite of this 
idea of free cooperation that if there is a split, if people do not want to cooperate any more or have 
different ideas of what this cooperation should do, then the price of the split, of the reshaping of the 
cooperation should be equal. And this is the exact opposite of what big corporate capital does today, 
because it claims that it can take everything that moves with it to other places where people might be 
more obedient. And this is something that has to be restricted. Otherwise it is not possible to develop 
forms of redistribution of property, of changing rules at all. 
 
Capitalist markets have some aspects that cannot be transferred to a free cooperation. For instance, it is 
unacceptable, that the more successful a participant of the market is, the more they can exclude every 
other participant. And it’s clear that in capitalist markets the main aspect of competition is not being 
better or having better ideas, but applying more force against others to produce cheaply. Of course, this 
cannot be an element of a market in a free cooperation. 
 
The situation is not that we do not know any alternatives, or that there is no contradiction and no 
counter-movement to most forms of unfreedom and inequality. The problem is that they do not support 
each other properly, that the movements are very specific in their cultural setting and exclude a lot of 
other people. This is still the case today, and I think what is most urgently needed is a process of better 
and deeper understanding between different movements, a process of a cultural opening, and new ties 
between everyday life and everyday forms of cooperation, resistance, alternative cooperation and what 
we usually think of as the big political questions.  
 
There is no real change of society and its structures without steps – but these steps have to be reforms 
in the sense that they should not only use movements but also institutions. We cannot get rid of every 
institution, we also need to lay down some achievements in laws, because that’s the way a part of the 
fight is done. Here one is always in danger of not seeing that this is only part of the fight and that you 
have to think about – in a utopian way – about the direction you are going. The way to a utopian society 
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is not achieved only by heaping up different reforms on different items, it also takes some sort of 
direction, which is not found as a truth, but which is the result of negotiation between emancipatory 
movements. So I think there is a lot of ideas going around in the world today that are related to concepts 
like free cooperation and can be brought into an interesting discussion with it. This discussion is essential, 
because this kind of dialogue between different ideas, different people, different groups is necessary to 
build coalitions, and this is what we need today. 
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THE AFFECTIVIST MANIFESTO « Continental Drift

In the twentieth century, art was judged with respect to the existing state of the medium. What mattered was the kind of 

rupture it made, the unexpected formal elements it brought into play, the way it displaced the conventions of the genre or the 

tradition. The prize at the end of the evaluative process was a different sense of what art could be, a new realm of possibility 

for the aesthetic. Today all that has changed, definitively.

The backdrop against which art now stands out is a particular state of society. What an installation, a performance, a concept 

or a mediated image can do is to mark a possible or real shift with respect to the laws, the customs, the measures, the mores, 

the technical and organizational devices that define how we must behave and how we may relate to each other at a given time 

and in a given place. What we look for in art is a different way to live, a fresh chance at coexistence.

How does that chance come to be? Expression unleashes affect, and affect is what touches. Presence, gesture and speech 

transform the quality of contact between people, they create both breaks and junctions; and the expressive techniques of art 

are able to multiply those immediate changes along a thousand pathways of the mind and the senses. An artistic event does 

not need an objective judge. You know it has happened when you can bring something else into existence in its wake. Artistic 

activism is affectivism, it opens up expanding territories. These territories are occupied by the sharing of a double difference: a 

split from the private self in which each person was formerly enclosed, and from the social order which imposed that particular 

type of privacy or privation.

When a territory of possibility emerges it changes the social map, like a landslide, a flood or a volcano do in nature. The 

easiest way for society to protect its existing form is simple denial, pretending the change never happened: and that actually 

works in the landscape of mentalities. An affective territory disappears if it isnʼt elaborated, constructed, modulated, 

differentiated, prolonged by new breakthroughs and conjunctions. There is no use defending such territories, and even 

believing in them is only the barest beginning. What they urgently need is to be developed, with forms, rhythms, inventions, 

discourses, practices, styles, technologies - in short, with cultural codes. An emergent territory is only as good as the codes 

that sustain it. Every social movement, every shift in the geography of the heart and revolution in the balance of the senses 

needs its aesthetics, its grammar, its science and its legalisms. Which means that every new territory needs artists, technicians, 

intellectuals, universities. But the problem is, the expert bodies that already exist are fortresses defending themselves against 

other fortresses.

Activism has to confront real obstacles: war, poverty, class and racial oppression, creeping fascism, venomous neoliberalism. 

But what we face is not so much soldiers with guns as cognitive capital: the knowledge society, an excruciatingly complex 

order. The striking thing from the affective point of view is the zombie-like character of this society, its fallback to automatic 

pilot, its cybernetic governance. Neoliberal society is densely regulated, heavily overcoded. Since the control systems are all 

made by disciplines with strictly calibrated access to other disciplines, the origin of any struggle in the fields of knowledge has 

to be extradisciplinary. It starts outside the hierarchy of disciplines and moves through them transversally, gaining style, 

content, competence and discursive force along the way. Extradisciplinary critique is the process whereby affectively charged 

ideas - or conceptual arts - become essential to social change. But itʼs vital to maintain the link between the infinitely 

communicable idea and the singularly embodied performance.

World society is the theater of affectivist art, the stage on which it appears and the circuit in which it produces 

transformations. But how can we define this society in existential terms? First, it is clear that a global society now exists, with 

global communications, transport networks, benchmarked educational systems, standardized technologies, franchised 

consumption facilities, global finance, commercial law and media fashion. That layer of experience is extensive, but it is thin; it 

can only claim part of the lifeworld. To engage with affectivist art, to critique it and recreate it, you have to know not only 

where new territories of sensibility emerge - in which locale, in which historical geography - but also at which scale. Existence 

in world society is experienced, or becomes aesthetic, as an interplay of scales.

In addition to the global, there is a regional or continental scale, based on the aggregation of populations into economic blocs. 
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You can see it clearly in Europe, but also in North and South America, in the Middle East and in the East Asian network. Make 

no mistake, there are already affects at this scale, and social movements, and new ways of using both gesture and language, 

with much more to come in the future. Then there is the national scale, seemingly familiar, the scale with the richest sets of 

institutions and the deepest historical legacies, where the theaters of mass representation are overwhelmingly established and 

sunk into phantasmatic inertia. But the national scale in the twenty-first century is also in a febrile state of continuous red 

alert, hotwired to excess and sometimes even capable of resonating with the radically new. After this comes the territorial 

scale, long considered the most human: the scale of daily mobilities, the city, the rural landscape, which are the archetypal 

dimensions of sensibility. This is the abode of popular expression, of the traditional plastic arts, of public space and of nature 

as a presence coequal with humanity: the scale where subjectivity first expands to meet the unknown.

And so finally we reach the scale of intimacy, of skin, of shared heartbeats and feelings, the scale that goes from families and 

lovers to people together on a street corner, in a sauna, a living room or a cafe. It would seem that intimacy is irretrievably 

weighted down in our time, burdened with data and surveillance and seduction, crushed with the determining influence of all 

the other scales. But intimacy is still an unpredictable force, a space of gestation and therefore a wellspring of gesture, the 

biological spring from which affect drinks. Only we can traverse all the scales, becoming other along the way. From the loversʼ 

bed to the wild embrace of the crowd to the alien touch of networks, it may be that intimacy and its artistic expressions are 

what will astonish the twenty-first century.

.

Vincent Bethell: website here, film here
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I have intimated that, especially in a secular context,
a commonly desired ultimate foundation or ground
is full unity, community, or consensus, which is
often, if not typically, figured as lost or perhaps lack-
ing, usually because of the intrusive presence of
others seen as outsiders or polluters of the city or
the body politic. One may, however, insist that such
unity, community, or consensus is absent and that
the sociopolitical problem is how to deal with that
absence as well as the differences and forms of
conflict that accompany it.
Dominick LaCapra, "Trauma, Absence, Loss" [1]

The Mojave Phone Booth. Courtesy of http://www.flickr.com/photos/eyetwist 

This paper will argue for the relevance of a phenome-
nology of presence to a discussion of where and how a
"community domain" is possible.

As an ideal within modernity, community has enjoyed
remarkable staying power. Dreams of universal lan-
guage, perfectly organized spaces, and augmented con-
versation never seem to lose their allure. But as the
refuse of failed utopias mounds high, many people
question whether ideals of community have not hurt
more than they have helped. Among the skeptics are
philosophers and political theorists, artists and historians
of technology. Significant about this body of critique is
that communication itself, and the technological means

by which it is achieved, have emerged as an important
and material way in which ideals of community are
habitualized and inscribed into culture.

Community, Communication, and
Communion
In Speaking into the Air, a History of the Idea of
Communication, John Durham Peters examines com-
munication as a historicized cultural form, one that has
inhibited our ability to actually relate to one another. In
Peters' history, ideal and authentic communication
between individuals typically takes the form of wordless
exchange, a perfect transfer in which mediation falls
away to allow for fusion of souls. As far back as Plato,
and driven home by modern mass communication,
missed connections drive the desire for a less material
form of social relations. Our ideals and technologies trap
us within a cycle of utopia and dystopia. "Too often,"
Peters writes, "'communication' misleads us from the
task of building worlds together. It invites us into a world
of unions without politics, understandings without lan-
guage, and souls without bodies, only to make politics,
language and bodies reappear as obstacles rather than
blessings." [2] 

"The fully realized person of individualistic or communis-
tic humanism is the dead person," writes Jean Luc
Nancy in a related work, The Inoperative Community. [3]
Nancy shares with Peters a concern for how often differ-
ence is treated as a barrier to be overcome, or a bound-
ary that defines the fully realized person. Where Peters
urges us to celebrate the mutable and faulted nature of
language, Nancy calls for a new definition of subject-
hood. As singular beings, rather than individuals, we
come into being through recognizing the boundaries of
the self at another. Community results not from fusion
with another or through autonomous subscription to a
common body, but through mutual acknowledgment of
difference. Selfhood emerges only where one person
ends, and another (or even death) begins. Nancy writes:

Communication consists before all else in this shar-
ing and this [co-appearance] of finitude: that is, in
the dislocation and in the interpellation that reveal
themselves to be constitutive of being-in-common -
precisely inasmuch as being-in-common is not a
common being [...]  Only in this communication are
singular beings given - without a bond and without
communion, equally distant from any notion of con-
nection or joining from the outside and from any
notion of a common and fusional interiority. [4] 
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Common to the problematic ideals identified by Nancy
and Peters is a failure to account for absence – the
absence of being and selfhood beyond the limits of
one's own sensorium. [Fig. 1] Instead of recognizing the
limits of death or difference as that which we hold in
common, utopian communicants attempt to transcend
death through pursuit of universal language, or exten-
sion of the self into a common being that cannot abide
difference.

Figure 1. An orientalized naif listens closely for a voice that will never
come. The Questioner of the Sphinx, Elihu Vedder, 1863. Courtesy of
http://www.artcyclopedia.com

Enacted Absence
Importantly for new media practitioners, Peters believes
that we realize and routinize such reactions to absence
through our technologies of communication. He traces a
helpful and now familiar history in which 19th-century
spiritualism directly influences early understanding of
telegraphy, telephony, eventually satellites and even the
search for extra-terrestrials. [5] Across these attempts to
communicate lies a common test for presence, a test
coincident with the test for limits to the self. At the
seance, a medium "pings" the wooden table to see if a
spirit will rap in return – contact with the world beyond is
constituted through an echo, an aural mirror, but also a
disjuncture of sense and belief. The presence of an
other is only achievable through a break of time and
space, a detachment of the senses.

Leigh Eric Schmidt demonstrates how such an episte-
mological break serves even secularist agendas,
through a "re-education of the senses" based on enact-
ed absence. In his book Hearing Things: Religion,
Illusion and the American Enlightenment, Schmidt tells
of scientists examining oracular statues with stetho-
scopes, and traveling magicians who re-create Delphi
through props and speaking tubes. [6] Each perform-
ance of simulated aural revelation concluded by pulling
back the curtain, allowing audience members to then
speak through the mouth of a goddess.

In these histories of telepresence, absence is either
quickly filled (even haunted), or left gaping to revisit as a
fetishized site of trauma – the structural trauma of real-
izing one's own finitude, and the impossibility of commu-
nity (or sometimes divinity). In his study of the concept
of "ether," by which absence is often materialized, Joe
Milutis quotes the early Russian radio artist Khlebnikov:

Where has this great stream of sound come from,
this inundation of the whole country in supernatural
singing, in the sound of beating wings, this broad
silver stream full of whistlings and clangor and mar-
velous mad bells surging from somewhere we are
not, mingling with children's voices singing and the
sound of wings?

Over the center of every town in the country these
voices pour down, a silver shower of sound.
Amazing silver bells mixed with whistlings surge
down from above. Are these perhaps the voices of
heaven, spirits flying low over the farmhouse roof?

No. [7]

Our technologies of presence set us up to expect com-
munication and connection where it will never happen,
to imagine community in ways that are bound to fail.
How might telepresent technology instead acknowledge
absence without fetishizing it, abhor the void without fill-
ing it? Neither Peters nor Nancy address this question
in detail, though their analyses fully articulate the need.
If the histories related by Schmidt and others are any
indication, we will need to answer this question through
practice as well as theory. First however, I would like to
enlist one other area of discourse – that of trauma and
memory, especially as manifest in memorial spatial,
aural, and pictorial practices.

The Trauma of Absence
Failures to confront absence in communication bear a
close resemblance to failures to confront and work
through the experience of trauma. As we benefit from a
large body of work analyzing material responses to trau-
ma, perhaps we might answer the calls of Peters or
Nancy through some cross-disciplinary discussion.

Telemediated experience, photography and even the
recorded voice rely on some small set of data to bridge
a temporal-spatial gap between persons. Likewise,
recovery from trauma involves the utilization of present
sensory experience to bridge a temporal gap introduced
by traumatic dislocation of sense and consciousness.
Victims of trauma "work through" their experience after
having perceived it; as the brain cannot comprehend the
event in real-time, only remnants are available for exam-
ination. As part of recovery, victims and witnesses revisit
the site of trauma through material recreation or inscrip-
tion.
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Important to this possibly dangerous analogy, however,
are some distinctions made by Dominick LaCapra. He
describes recovery from trauma as a process of sepa-
rating absence from loss, where loss involves a particu-
lar historical event, and absence the perception of
something as "missing" that was never present to begin
with. Conflation or confusion of these is part of traumatic
experience, but could also result from inappropriate
identification with another's loss, mistaking felt absence
for experienced loss. Failure to properly distinguish
between the two can have disastrous consequences.

When absence is converted into loss, one increases
the likelihood of misplaced nostalgia or utopian poli-
tics in quest of a new totality or fully unified commu-
nity. When loss is converted into (or encrypted in an
indiscriminately generalized rhetoric of) absence,
one faces the impasse of endless melancholy,
impossible mourning, and interminable aporia in
which any process of working through the past and
its historical losses is foreclosed or prematurely
aborted. [8]

Treated as loss, absence pushes witnesses to fill voids
that cannot be filled, through retaliation, or through mis-
placed identification with real victims. Alternately, a wit-
ness or victim may choose to preserve the void, and
revisit the site of perceived historical loss with compul-
sive regularity.

To blur the distinction between, or to conflate,
absence and loss may itself bear striking witness to
the impact of trauma and the post-traumatic, which
create a state of disorientation, agitation, or even
confusion and may induce a gripping response
whose power and force of attraction can be com-
pelling. The very conflation attests to the way one
remains possessed or haunted by the past, whose
ghosts and shrouds resist distinctions (such as that
between absence and loss). Indeed, in post-trau-
matic situations in which one relives (or acts out)
the past, distinctions tend to collapse, including the
crucial distinction between then and now wherein
one is able to remember what happened to one in
the past but realize one is living in the here and now
with future possibilities. I would argue that the
response of even secondary witnesses (including
historians) to traumatic events must involve empath-
ic unsettlement that should register in one's very
mode of address in ways of revealing both similari-
ties and differences across genres (such as history
and literature). But a difficulty arises when the virtu-
al experience involved in empathy gives way to
vicarious victimhood, and empathy with the victim
seems to become an identity. And a post-traumatic
response of unsettlement becomes questionable
when it is routinized in a methodology or style that
enacts compulsive repetition, including the compul-
sively repetitive turn to the aporia, paradox, or
impasse. [9]

LaCapra's descriptions of conflated absence and loss
are reminiscent of utopian attempts at community or
communication, which typically blur distinctions between
self and other, then and now, here and there. Reading
Nancy or Peters through LaCapra, the absence of per-
fect communion with others is sometimes misconstrued
as an Edenic loss, a historic Fall from which we must
struggle to recover. For all three of these scholars, we
ignore this void or fill it to the peril of ourselves and oth-
ers. In a secularized world, there has been no golden
time of communion, no perfect place of immanence and
clear transfer of thought, nor will there be. Yet new
media are both lauded and derided as the progenitors
or destroyers of such a place. [10] 

LaCapra alludes to ways in which absence misunder-
stood as loss can manifest itself in destructive forms of
nationalism. He also identifies in such confusion a more
subtle violence towards difference, through misplaced
empathy that folds the other (the real victim) into the
self. To violently empathize is to expand the space of
the self, constructing social symmetry where there is
none.

Certainly there are echoes here of the ways in which
telecommunication constructs symmetrical social experi-
ences that mask or obscure the real power dynamics at
work. Alternately, if in communication we decline to fill
the void of absence, we are still often predisposed to
fetishizing it, revisiting the wound with compulsive regu-
larity. We scan the stations for a signal, lift the receiver
to see if anyone is on the party line, perhaps even com-
pulsively re-check our email. Like Donnie Darko's
Beckett-hero Roberta Sparrow, we spend our days pac-
ing back and forth to see if the void is still there in the
mailbox. [Fig. 2]

Figure 2. Roberta Sparrow (aka "Grandma Death") checks her mail
again in Donnie Darko.

Representing Traumatic Loss:
Space
Turning back to the comparison of absent community
and trauma, what might we learn from memorial
responses to traumatic loss? Remaining alert to the
danger of equating absence with historical loss, what
might we learn from spatial, pictorial, or aural attempts
to recover from trauma?
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In his book Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the
Politics of Memory, Andreas Huyssen surveys recent
attempts to grapple with loss through monument and
public space. With Berlin as a focus, he discusses
Christo's wrapping of the Reichstag and the commercial
redevelopment of a war-razed Potsdamer Platz before
turning to Libeskind's Jewish Museum. Maya Lin's popu-
lar Vietnam Memorial prompted a near institutionaliza-
tion of the physical void as a way of remembering loss,
and Berlin has more than its share of holes. Huyssen
outlines some of the dangers of preserving absence
before lauding Libeskind's design, in which a jagged
meander of a building is transected by a series of inac-
cessible spaces. Visitors encounter these humanless
voids through interior windows from every floor, but can
never enter. He writes:

There is a danger of romanticizing or naturalizing
the voided center of Berlin, just as Libeskind's build-
ing may ultimately not avoid the reproach of aes-
theticizing or monumentalizing the void architec-
turally. But then the very articulation of this museal
space demonstrates the architect's awareness of
the dangers of monumentality: huge as the expan-
sion is, the spectator can never see or experience it
as a whole. Both the void inside and the building as
perceived from outside elude the totalizing gaze
upon which monumental effects are predicated. [11] 

Huyssen is aware of the dangers outlined by LaCapra,
especially when manifest in the design of public space.
To pretend as if there had been no loss would of course
be unjust, and would inhibit recovery from trauma. On
the other hand, to fetishize the void (through piles of
shoes, or the glass chairs of Oklahoma City, or the
reconstructed footprint-holes of the World Trade Center)
is to encourage mourning that is both non-specific and
too easily grasped. At best it facilitates inappropriate
identification with the victims, and at worst endangers
the memory of specific atrocities through abstraction.

Figure 3. A visitor looks into the void at Daniel Libeskind's Jewish
Museum, Berlin.

For Huyssen, Libeskind avoids these dangers through
the construction of a void that is beyond full human
comprehension, but which is still visible from the periph-

ery. [Fig. 3] Like historical loss, the void in the Jewish
Museum has a finite shape and existence in the world,
but it is not one easily known or ordered, appropriated.
Though only a simple axis, Libeskind's void emerges
unpredictably, asserting itself back into the path of the
museum visitor. We are prevented from projecting our-
selves fully into these spaces, as there are always some
portions obscured from view – they cannot be ours. The
design preserves rather than obscures the traumatic
break between knowledge and perception – the real
loss remains larger than we can imagine, beyond ration-
al scale, yet we are given an analogical sensory experi-
ence that resists metonymy, and perhaps even
metaphor.

Libeskind has facilitated a site for recovery from trauma
that utilizes space to make loss physical, sensory, and
thus seemingly obvious, yet ultimately not assumable
into experience. For witnesses as distant as those born
in another century and another continent, the experi-
ence still attempts to bridge a gap of sense, yet without
succumbing to the ungrantable desire to know "what it
was like."

Representing Traumatic Loss: Image
Where Huyssen and Libeskind seek to facilitate recov-
ery through spatial organization, others have
approached the process as temporal, through image or
sound. In Spectral Evidence, Ulrich Baer explores the
interrelated temporalities of trauma and photography,
with an emphasis on representations of the Jewish
Holocaust. Some pictures, according to Baer, resist con-
ventional comprehension as a frozen moment within a
stream of time. As in traumatic experience, these
images seem to establish their own time, remaining
apart from history, and defying contextualization. He
goes on to wonder if perhaps all photography might
share this quality:

If we analyze photographs exclusively through
establishing the context of their production, we may
overlook the constitutive breakdown of context that,
in a structural analogy to trauma, is staged by every
photograph. In some photographs, the impression of
timelessness coincides with a strange temporality
and contradictory sense of the present surrounding
the experiences depicted. To analyze images that
focus on such interruptions and loss of context,
therefore, it is not sufficient to refer to the extrapicto-
rial "social and psychic formations of the [photo-
graph's] author / reader." Rather, we must consider
such photographs in the light of what Eduardo
Cadava has identified as the peculiar structure that
lies between "the photographic image and any par-
ticular referent," which is, in fact, "the absence of
relation." This absence of relation may come into
focus when reading photography through trauma
theory – and vice versa, when reading trauma theo-
ry through the startling effect of reality created by
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photography. Photographs present their referents as
peculiarly severed from the time in which they were
shot, thus precluding simple recourse to the con-
texts established by individual and collective forms
of historical consciousness. [12]

Baer's account invites us to see pictures as analogous
to the sensory evidence of a traumatic event. Though
we may desire a reconstruction of the original event
using available data, the gap between sense and history
is ultimately impossible to close. A picture invites either
inclusion in the present or placement in a specific past,
through attachment to a particular referent. For Baer,
neither is fully possible, nor desirable.

Figure 4. Untitled. Mikael Levin, from War Story. Courtesy of
www.mikaellevin.com

For examples of this, he looks to the concentration
camp photographs of Mikael Levin [Fig. 4] and Dirk
Reinartz. In each case, the picture is neither convention-
ally picturesque nor compositionally resistant to the
gaze; instead of architectural ruins or other obvious
signs of trauma, we see an unremarkable yet accessible
landscape. A title or published context invites closer
inspection, in order to place a banal image in the con-
text of known historical atrocities.

Because they do not contain evidence of their
importance, these photographs ask to be regarded
on strictly modernist terms – as if their significance
and merit derived not from our knowledge of context
but from intrinsic formal criteria alone. By represent-
ing the Holocaust in such stringently formal terms,
Reinhartz and Levin force us to see that there is
nothing to see there; and they show us that there is
something in a catastrophe as vast as the Holocaust
that remains inassimilable to historicist or contextual
readings. Just when they posit the event as radically
singular, and thus when they risk investing absence
with spiritual meaning, Reinartz and Levin retract
the promise that we can transcend the pho-

tographed void to reach some comprehensive, and
thus consoling, meaning. [13] 

We are left with a picture that refers only to absence, an
absence that implicates us in our desire to assimilate
another time into ours. Referring to the images more
often associated with death camps, Baer writes, "The
rush of moral indignation that often accompanies the
encounter with other graphic pictures of atrocities may
be narcissistically satisfying, but it may also free us from
the responsibility of placing our own experiences in rela-
tion to something that remains, finally, incomprehensi-
ble." [14] Like the gaps between beings, like the end of
self, these atrocities invite assimilation into our world,
but ultimately refuse it.

Through the use of perspective and conventional pictori-
al composition, the photos of Reinartz and Levin invite
involvement by the viewer. Textual identification of the
horrible, invisible histories of these sites pushes the
viewer back out again. Baer describes this tension as
catching the viewer between place (belonging) and
space (exclusion), leaving her to confront her own "sub-
ject-position," a phrase he borrows from LaCapra. The
only ways out of this dilemma are sentimental identifica-
tion with a lost victim, or restoration of sense to the
image through its location within an archive. The former
violently asserts subjectivity at the expense of acknowl-
edging an unknowable loss; the latter uses objectivity as
pretense for an equally violent refusal to confront the
singularity of the event.

Like Nancy's "singular being," a visitor to Berlin's Jewish
Museum remains no more or less isolated from others,
or from loss. Likewise, viewers of Baer's photographs
confront the gap between their time and that of a vic-
tim's downfall. They look, and compare, at first experi-
encing confusion before growing gradually more aware
of their own position in a space of multiple and discon-
tinuous times and histories. At the limit of photography,
a viewer discovers her beginning.

Representing Traumatic Loss:
Sound
Responsible application of memorial practice toward a
technologized sensorium of beings-in-common requires
that we examine the aural as well as the spatial, tempo-
ral, and pictorial. Sonic representations of traumatic loss
are not hard to find; the events of September 11, 2001,
yielded numerous and powerful artifacts. We could listen
to the recordings of artist Stephen Vitiello, who before
9/11 captured wind noise on a window of the World
Trade Center's 91st floor; or to Mark Bain's record of the
sounds of impact and collapse via seismic recordings
made in Manhattan; Janet Cardiff's 40 Part Motet, coin-
cidently on display at P.S.1, became a de facto monu-
ment to loss for many; the aspirationally democratic
Sonic Memorial collected audio artifacts in an online
archive; we might even listen to recently-released
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recordings of emergency calls by stranded Trade Center
workers. In these eerie "cut-ups," the victims' voices
have been edited out by court order, though breathing is
still audible over the responses of dispatchers.

Ultimately, however, the most applicable artifacts for our
project are the unlikely sonic monuments of Richard
Basinski's The Disintegration Loops. [Fig. 5] What
began as a formal exercise in private melancholy sud-
denly found enormous public resonance, eventually
reaching critical acclaim and unheard-of popularity for
an avant-garde experiment.

Figure 5. Poster for a film version of Basinski's The Disintegration
Loops. Courtesy of http://www.mmlxii.com/ 

During August and September of 2001, Basinski digitally
recorded the degradation of decades-old magnetic tape
loops, remnants of former projects. On each track, a
simple and pastoral musical phrase repeats regularly,
dirge-like and elegeic, for as little as 12 minutes or as
long as an hour, until the tape loop presumably falls
apart. Gaps and distortions grow progressively worse –
to play these fragile loops was literally to destroy them,
and we are hearing their last performance. Already a
poignant meditation on ephemerality and the passing of
one form to another at millenium's end, The
Disintegration Loops found a whole new function on
September 11. As the artist worked that day, he watched
the planes hit and the towers fall through his window in
Brooklyn. Basinski and friends then went to the roof,
where he finished the project as the smoke continued to
rise, and the world sank into a whole new political
dynamic.

The four compact disks of The Disintegration Loops are
incredibly and surprisingly moving. Each disk's cover
contains the same image at different stages of dusk, a
view from afar of the World Financial Center dome, visi-
ble beneath a plume of smoke in the growing darkness.
Like Baer's chosen photographs, Basinski's tracks invite
an unverifiable association through contextual narrative.

Listening to the recordings, we hear nothing to indicate
the presence of the burning pile across the river. As the
piece is more musical than pictorial, we lack even the
benefit of perspectival space to invite us in. In its place,
however, we are offered sentiment, the sentiment of
Satie-like melodies, of Eno's ambience, and two
decades or more of moody electronic synthesis. The
phrases invite emotion, constructing safety through rep-
etition and assuring chords.

As each loop breaks down, however, two things happen
– the music forms an analogical relation to the Trade
Center and the lives lost, and we are literally prevented
from listening to it. The closer Disintegration Loops
comes to closing the gap between representation and
referent, the more impossible it is for us to hear it.

Less satisfactory examples reveal the power of
Basinski's project. Compare this work to the equally
repetitive video clips on network news at the time, or to
the sensational sound collage that begins Michael
Moore's Fahrenheit 9/11. In the former, repetition com-
pulsively preserves the traumatic site of perceptual dis-
juncture; in the latter, an attempt at reconstructive repre-
sentation invites us to imagine that day in vivid detail,
yet without a space for mourning or reflection.

The Disintegration Loops preserve absence without
fetishizing or colonizing it; they leave the gap of sense
and consciousness intact, but facilitate mourning
through separation of absence from loss. The people
and places of the World Trade Center were lost, along
with perhaps a particular identity for New York. We may
feel that we lost other things –security, for example, or a
continuous and rational sense of time, or a reliable sen-
sorium in which perception results in comprehension –
but these were never present to begin with. Critic David
Keenan wrote in his review of the project for The Wire:

Its process of (de)composition mirrors one way peo-
ple work through their memories of disaster.
Basinski describes both processes as simply "letting
go of the important sustains." But the music speaks
for itself and in much more poignant terms than any
act of 'auto-destructive' art for art's sake. Subjected
to the uncontrollable chance factor of tape decay,
The Disintegration Loops is sound as matter being
seized by time, the remorseless logic of its destruc-
tion counterpointing the staggered decay of memo-
ry. [15]

Among the most unsettling qualities of Basinski's project
is that once each loop has died, we can push a button
to replay the digital record, resurrecting the dead only to
re-experience the process of passing. Though the ten-
dencies toward unhelpful preservation of absence
through repetition are there, this discontinuity also main-
tains distance between the representation and referent –
the loops, in the end, were simply tape; the listener-sub-
ject imagines any other connection.
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Design for a Phenomenology of
Acknowledged Absence
Nancy and Peters only begin to demonstrate the
destructive effects of expecting community or commun-
ion where there can be none; indeed some of the more
traumatic events of the past century can be linked to
just such utopias.

In the end, though, comparison of failed communication
to trauma functions better at the level of structural and
phenomenological experience than at the political or
even moral levels. Particularly in the example of
telecommunication, both trauma and communication
involve a temporal or spatial break, in which present
phenomena provide the only bridge to "the other side"
as well as confirmation of the impossibility of closing the
gap.

This paper's cited examples demonstrate ways in which
this gap may be negotiated using built space or the
technologies of recorded sound or image. We require
bodily, sensory manifestations of felt absence, as a way
of enacting the limits to communication, and of remind-
ing ourselves about difference. We also need to be wary
of the dangers of abstracting such absences, preserving
them solely for the purposes of vicarious participation in
the suffering of others, or of re-experiencing trauma as
way of realizing autonomy.

Based on this brief survey of embodied memorial prac-
tices, I would venture the following guidelines for con-
structing more constructive and progressive telepresent
experiences:

1. Create an experience that is bigger than the
body's sensory capacities, but not so big as to be
perceived as monumental or ineffable. 
2. Work through synchronization, simultaneity or
spatial illusion to facilitate perceived co-presence,
but do not leave this illusion undisturbed. 
3. Design for specific ruptures and breaks at the lev-
els of form, content or context. Take care not to let
these ruptures form the focus or end of the work. 

Certainly these suggestions resemble familiar modernist
approaches to media as simultaneously transparent and
opaque, "hot" and "cool." Heeding LaCapra's warning,
however, I discourage such reflexivity or remediation
solely in the service of paradox. There are a myriad
ways in which two persons might share a space, a time,
a perceptual set, without pretending to union, or retreat-
ing to isolation. For Jean Luc Nancy's Inoperative
Community, reflexivity constitutes acknowledgment of
the Other, not the self.

We need interfaces and networks that facilitate just this
sort of connection, and we need them to appear unex-
pectedly, not in the safe spaces of the gallery or festival.
Others have examined how the human operator-experts

of our networks once functioned in this way, as agents
or mediums through which information flowed with vary-
ing degrees of ease and attention to the process. Even
apart from the politics of placing persons in such a posi-
tion, we are certainly beyond the technological need for
such a labor-dependent network. Perhaps, however, as
our artificial agents and operators grow smarter, we
might train them to facilitate remote connection with
more attention to the need for resistance, for reminders
of the chasms that constitute community.

Appendix / Application
Unfortunately, examples of new media projects that
demonstrate constructive acknowledgment of absence
are hard to find. Since negative examples could serve
an applied discourse as well, I will offer here a brief dis-
cussion of some better and worse attempts at telemedi-
ated "community domain." Any of these works would
merit a longer examination – this effort is intended to
briefly demonstrate application of this paper's premise.

PostSecret
http://postsecret.blogspot.com
Frank Warren
On this blog, Frank Warren posts, without comment, the
handmade, mailed postcards of anonymous people who
wish to share a "secret." Whether or not the project orig-
inated in a new media discourse, PostSecret applies a
strategy that is quite common in explicitly social applica-
tions of digital media. As in any number of projects,
viewers are invited to contribute to the perceived shared
space of a webpage; one at a time, strangers get a
chance at the podium of a weekly blog post, where they
share a secret no one else has heard. (These partici-
pants have certainly found an audience – as I write, the
project in book form ranks at #75 on Amazon's populari-
ty list.)

The problem with this strategy, as in many such works,
lies in the identification and production of subjectivity
with self-contained difference, through formal variation.
Each postcard's distinguishing hand-made qualities
metonymously represent the speaker, lend authenticity
to the secret, and lend the project an appearance of
inclusivity and diversity. A particular "community domain"
is here comprised of an atomistic archive in which no
individual stands in different relation to any other.
Though Warren provides links to a suicide hotline, and
even a testimonial as to how the page helps others
"know that they are not alone in their secrets," I would
argue that such projects ultimately fetishize solitude and
compound the pain of isolation. The project facilitates no
substantive interrelation between contributors, or
between contributors and readers, despite the painful,
polemical and politicized content of some of the secrets.
In a departure from normative blog practice, not even
comments are allowed.
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PostSecret almost perfectly captures the non-participa-
tory status of representative democracy in the United
States, and the role of formalism or style as a substitute
for subjectivity in capitalism. Like the worst attempts at
memorializing public loss, Warren's domain ignores a
gaping absence of discourse under the guise of facilitat-
ing a safe public space, and encourages vicarious par-
ticipation in the pain of others. PostSecret relies on fear
of communication between familiars as motivation for
participation in a "community" of strangers that owe
each other nothing, and yet appear to be part of some-
thing. Here one gets the appearance of filled absence,
without surrendering the fetishized void.

IN Network
http://turbulence.org/Works/innetwork/
Michael Mandiberg and Julia Steinmetz
Commissioned by Turbulence.org, IN Network consisted
of a month-long multimedia blog. For all of March 2005,
the couple Michael Mandiberg and Julia Steinmetz post-
ed every image, text message, or phone conversation
shared between them. As they had been recently sepa-
rated by Mandiberg's move to New York, this was no
small amount of information; the pair pushed their serv-
ice-provider's offer of free "in network" calls past the
limit, including at least one night spent sleeping "togeth-
er" over a live cellular connection.

The project presents a curious intersection of alienation
and banality. Like most surveillance footage, there is
almost nothing of interest here for the voyeur, and in
fact the invitation into another couple's world is quite
exclusionary. Seemingly no recognition of an outside
audience takes place – we do not know what they are
talking about half the time, and even the text messages
are presented just as sent, in abbreviated and opaque
IM-speak. Due to the original deployment of the project
through podcasts and RSS feeds, reception after the
fact takes some Memento-like reconstruction – the posts
appear in reverse order for each day. The opacity and
insularity of the project begs the question of why they
made the exchange public at all.

IN Network is an elaborate fiction – by never alluding to
the presumably watching public, but purposely pushing
everything (except e-mails) out there for us to see,
Steinmetz and Mandiberg construct an opaque (and fair-
ly boring) narrative for us. What do they achieve for
themselves and others? Admittedly, I have not listened
to every sound file, but it troubles me that they never
seem to explicitly address their relationship to each
other or to us as determined and shaped by these cho-
sen media. Beyond some cloying exchanges about
"how many seconds" remain until they are re-united, we
see no overt comparison of telemediated experience to
shared physical experience, and so I assume they must
be content with the product offered them by commerce.
It is hard not to see the couple as blithe to the impact of
absence on relationships.

The two might have better included the audience
through a more structured performance, or a more overt
and faulted exploration of their own limits. By refusing
to do so, these artists demonstrate utopian faith in the
power of networks to supply surrogate presence. The
month's documentation becomes like one giant
Postsecret card, dismissable as the sentiment of an iso-
lated couple who believe themselves to be one despite
the geographical gap between them. If their demograph-
ic did not represent a dominant power (young, white,
cosmopolitan, and mobile), the project could be accused
of exoticization through refusal to address the function
of public display. Otherness is left totally unexamined,
through their own lack of mutual exploration and their
neglect of our role in the process.

This project could learn a thing or two from Coco Fusco
and Guillermo Gomez-Pena's Couple in the Cage, or
even Dan Graham's Past Future / Split Attention.

Mojave Phone Booth
http://www.deuceofclubs.com/moj/mojave.htm
(760) 733-9969
N35'17'07.3" W115'41'04.2"
The Mojave Phone Booth [Fig. 6] was an accidental
telemediated experience, a highly unusual physical and
virtual destination for a few years until the Park Service
removed it. The remnant of a once-busy mining commu-
nity, the functional phone booth appeared as a dream-
like apparition of urban infrastructure in the middle of a
remote desert landscape. Boosted by word-of-mouth
and early Internet exposure, the phone became a busy
hub of activity for callers and drivers from around the
world. Through incoming calls from people who found
the number online or in print, or through outgoing calls
from tourists on the hunt for a legend, the desert pay-
phone sometimes stayed busy around the clock. Visitors
to the booth often camped out all night, taking shifts
answering anonymous calls.

Figure 6. Charlie on the line at the Mojave Phone Booth. Image cour-
tesy of Desert Tripper.

The site held a beautifully complex, yet finite nexus of
communicative scenarios. Consider all of the possible
callers:
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- The person who calls from outside and has visited
the booth
- The person who calls from outside and has never
visited the booth 
- The person who answers the phone on site
- The call out from the booth to friends or family who
have never visited (or perhaps even heard of) the
booth 
- The call out from the booth to friends or family who
have visited the booth 
- The person who calls out from the booth to a
stranger 
- The call to the booth answered 
- The call to the booth unanswered 
- The call from the booth answered 
- The call from the booth unanswered 

Consider all the combinations therein, the ways in which
each completed or incompleted call varies. Every case
involves some combination of familiar and unfamiliar,
known and unknown, for the caller and the receiver. As
gathered from the documentary Mojave Mirage, a typical
scenario might go like this:

[phone rings, someone standing around the booth
answers]
Caller: "Am I really calling a phone booth in the mid-
dle of a desert?"
Receiver: "Yes, believe me, I'm right here, it's crazy,
you wouldn't believe it if you saw it – who is this,
where are you calling from?"
Caller: "Germany, in Berlin!"
Receiver: "(laughs) No way! For real? I've never
talked to anyone from Germany, what's it like?"

The project retains a perceptual rupture – neither caller
can really imagine what the other is seeing, and per-
haps even doubts the veracity of the claim.
Telemediated conversations between strangers or famil-
iars alternate between attention to the medium ("Can
you believe this thing? It's surreal!") and attention to the
other person or site through description or questions. Of
course, as in any such opportunity for anonymous and
distanced interaction with strangers, callers on either
end explored and crossed lines of intimacy. Here, how-
ever, the recipient of an unwanted advance held the full
and public power to respond through hanging up, cutting
off the other from access to the experience, before shar-
ing the experience with others. ("What did he say? ....
Ewww, what a pig!")

Callers and visitors describe achieving a sense of com-
munitas, of elated and temporary belonging. (One caller
is quoted: "It helps make people, people again!") The
Mojave Phone Booth fulfilled the desire for connection,
for community, for communication, without pretending to
remove the gaps and differences between persons.
Each call brought home the contrast between two
spaces and two people, but that disparity became a

subject of wonderment that propelled conversations for-
ward. Simultaneous and heterogeneous networks grew
over at least two forms of telecommunication, intersect-
ing with and embedded in the physical world. These net-
works were temporary and ephemeral but not dystopian,
contingent, and even vulnerable without aestheticizing
the void.

Transitions
http://www.fusedspace.org/show_contribution.php?id=96
Ulrika Wachtmeister
This project exists only as a proposal, but still serves as
a useful example. The winning entry from 2004's
Fusedspace competition, Transitions asks us to imagine
a particular epistemological, social, spatial scenario, one
that richly engages absence between strangers as a site
for contemplating loss.

Wachtmeister's project identifies an important need in
the process of separating absence from loss after the
death of a loved one. Those who grieve without a spe-
cific and finite space for social, public remembrance risk
forgetting historical loss, leaving only the absence of a
companion or family member. For those who choose
secular means of burial, in particular through the disper-
sion of cremains to the wind, earth, or sea, no such
space exists.

Transitions imagines a new company that meets this
need in two parts: one physical / geographical, the other
virtual. Through provision of online memorials via web-
sites, Pepparholm Ltd. invites survivors to engage in
"personal memorial pages, condolences, correspon-
dence, [and] support-groups." Where this virtual space
serves as a finite destination for intentional visitors, the
coterminous physical site consists solely of transitory
anonymous encounters. There, Wachtmeister proposes
a field of solar-powered lamps that light up on occasion
of a visit to one of the virtual memorials. She locates
this field on the artificial island of Pepparholm, which
currently hosts only a transition from bridge to tunnel for
commuters between Copenhagen and Malmo; no one
may stop on Pepparholm, they only pass through.

A passenger or driver passing through Pepparholm at
night glimpses a lit lamp before vanishing into a tunnel.
Assuming she is aware of the project, we can imagine
her thoughts going to at least two absent persons – the
grieved and the grieving. Both are strangers to her, but
were familiar to each other. Both are absent from our
commuter's perception; one by an immeasurable and
unknowable distance of time and space, the other by an
immeasurable physical distance but a finite temporal
gap. She knows where and when in virtual space the
grieving survivor is located; this knowledge is reciprocat-
ed through the survivor's awareness of a public mani-
festation on Pepparholm. The two share a moment, as
well as a constructively asymmetrical experience of
absence.
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The commuter experiences death in this project only as
an abstraction, but is aware that an unreachable speci-
ficity is painfully clear to another person. As if the names
on Maya Lin's monument were visible only to the fami-
lies of the lost, Transitions forgoes creation of unfound-
ed empathy or connection with others in favor of mutual
recognition of the distance caused by loss.

Spanning memorial and communicative practices,
Transitions employs telemediation and multiple physical
and virtual spaces to produce an assymetrical and tem-
porary connection between strangers. Founded on loss,
but refusing anyone a permanent stay, Wachtmeister's
connection is another helpful example of founding com-
munity on the impossibility of communion.

Isophone
http://web.media.mit.edu/~stefan/hc/projects/isophone/
Human Connectedness Group, MIT Media Lab Europe
James Auger, Jimmy Loizeau, Stefan Agamanolis
Isophone originated within a research group of the now
defunct European branch of the MIT Media Lab. The
mission and projects of this group, now a static archive,
bear deep examination in light of this paper's premise.
Much of the work represents a likely application of
"acknowledged absence" to telemediated experiences,
and finds continued resonance in other research efforts.
Examination and historicization of the lab's rhetoric and
products would assuredly help hone an applied phe-
nomenology of absence; ultimately, however, many of
the projects fall prey to utopian and individualist ideals.

LaCapra offers a sobering warning against misplaced
desire in the form of limitless pursuit of "an infinite series
of displacements in quest of a surrogate for what has
presumably been lost." Such pursuit inevitably takes the
form of melancholy:

When absence, approximated to loss, becomes the
object of mourning, the mourning may (perhaps must)
become impossible and turn continually back into end-
less melancholy. The approximation or even conflation
of absence and loss induces a melancholic or impossi-
bly mournful response to the closure of metaphysics, a
generalized "hauntology," and even a dubious assimila-
tion (or at least an insufficiently differentiated treatment)
of other problems (notably a limit-event such as the
Holocaust and its effects on victims) with respect to a
metaphysical or meta-metaphysical frame of reference.
[16] 

This description uncannily captures the collected proj-
ects of the Human Connectedness group (and admitted-
ly, of the more dangerous applications of this paper),
particularly when examined in light of the group's loca-
tion within a research-driven consumerist economy.
Isophone is among the most captivating of their efforts,
as well as the most sobering.

For this project, illustrated in a melancholic video, two
individuals separated by great distance are united via a
symmetrical telemediated experience. Each person (in
this case, perhaps a woman and her ex-boyfriend)
enters a swimming pool and dons a singular piece of
headgear. The Isophone helmet wholly encloses the
face and head, obscuring vision and supplying a live
audio connection with the other communicant. Three
attached buoys allow the user to hang from the helmet
like a noose, an arrangement that looks surprisingly
comfortable on video.

Here, sensory deprivation appears to create a common
space, a perceptual bridge intended to parallel the tele-
phonic link. Isophone's creators describe it as "a tele-
phonic communication space of heightened purity and
focus." On the video, the reunited couple catches up on
where each of them lives, which friends they are in
touch with. As in IN Network, we are invited (for the
sake of documentation) to observe one couple's attempt
at connection; also like that project, the effort appears to
be a success ("We should try to do this more often," she
concludes.)

It is an uncomfortable experience to watch for very dif-
ferent reasons. The camera is forced to choose
between views of the head or views of the swimsuit-clad
body beneath the surface, an uncanny and objectifying
gesture that colors any understanding of the concept.
We watch two mobile young white people willingly adopt
stances of immobility as an attempt to bridge absence,
in a weird inversion of contemporary torture techniques,
in which prisoners are forced to stand immobile as a
way of creating self-inflicted solitude.

Though Isophone's relation to absence would likely vary
depending on context of use, it depends on an
unpromising sensory premise – that any input from the
present world is merely a distraction to achieving union
with another. More contingent, even agitational condi-
tions might help prevent this couple from sinking into the
melancholy of the video's accompanying electronica
soundtrack. Sensory isolation sets Isophone's users up
for a fall, through an initial promise of common space
that eventually slams them back into knowing nothing
but what they hear, what they depend on from technolo-
gy.

Kevin Hamilton
Assistant Professor, Painting and New Media
School of Art and Design
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign
408 East Peabody Drive
Champaign, IL 61820
217-390-4619
kham@thing.net
http://kevinhamilton.org

intelligent agent 06.02 communitydomain.hamilton.absenceincommon.10



References:
[1] Dominick LaCapra, "Trauma, Absence, Loss," Critical
Inquiry 25 (1999), pp. 696-727.

[2] John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air, a History
of the Idea of Communication (University of Chicago
Press: Chicago, IL, 1999), p. 30.

[3] Jean-Luc-Nancy, The Inoperative Community
(University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, MN, 1991),
p. 13.

[4] Ibid., p. 29.

[5] Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media (Duke University
Press: Durham, NC, 2000); Leigh Eric Schmidt, Hearing
Things: Religion, Illusion and the American
Enlightenment (Harvard University Press: Cambridge,
MA, 2000); Craig Baldwin, Spectres of the Spectrum,
DVD (Other Cinema: San Francisco, CA, 2001); Avital
Ronell, The Telephone Book: Technology,
Schizophrenia, Electric Speech (University of Nebraska
Press, Lincoln, NE, 1989).

[6] Leigh Eric Schmidt, Hearing Things: Religion, Illusion
and the American Enlightenment (Harvard University
Press: Cambridge, MA, 2000).

[7] Joe Milutis, Ether: the Nothing that Connects
Everything (University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis,
MN, 2006).

[8] Dominick LaCapra, "Trauma, Absence, Loss," Critical
Inquiry 25 (1999), p. 698.

[9] Ibid., p. 699

[10] Doreen Massey, "A Global Sense of Place," in D.
Massey (ed.), Space, Place and Gender (University of
Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, MN, 1994). 

[11] Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban
Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford
University Press: Stanford, CA, 2003), p. 69.

[12] Ulrich Baer, Spectral Evidence: the Photography of
Trauma (The MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 2002)

[13] Ibid., pp. 66-67.

[14] Ibid., p. 84.

[15] David Keenan, review of The Distintegration Loops,
The Wire (August 2002).

[16] Dominick LaCapra, "Trauma, Absence, Loss,"
Critical Inquiry 25 (1999), p. 708.

intelligent agent 06.02communitydomain.hamilton.absenceincommon.11





two
LearninG  

From aCtivists/ 
orGanizers:  

how to partiCipate  
in a Community 

seCtion





07

1973. Colin Ward. Anarchy In Action.

the 
dissoLution oF 
Leadership
 
Colin Ward





t\





iilj*;izzttil;4tilitii; 
I ili:i I

, iiiiii:ii zilsitliiljliii 
siil: ii

s r! ttr'it;;+
i!?E

ifai:i::i:, 
lE

iil{ 
p,u





08

http://www.cwsworkshop.org/katrinareader/node/472

aCtive ListeninG, 
ConstruCtive 
CritiCism is an 
aCt oF Love!, 
and eaCh one 
teaCh one
Gil Lopez, Adapted by the Challenging  
White Supremacy Workshop





PRACTICE

AND

MODEL

RESPECTFU

BEHAVIOR



WORKSHOP GUIDELINES

SPEAK FROM YOUR HEART AND YOUR EXPERIENCE
USE STATEMENTS

WERE NOT HERE TO JUDGE EACH OTHER PUT EACH
OTHER DOWN OR COMPETE

LISTEN TO THE WISDOM EVERYONE BRINGS
TO THE GROUPS

GIVE EACH PERSON THE TIME AND SPACE TO SPEAK

PRACTICE ACTIVE LISTENING RESPECT THE PERSON
CHALLENGE THE BEHAVIOR

CREATE ANTIRACIST LANGUAGE AND
ANTIRACIST GROUP DYNAMICS

PLEASE COME ON TIME

PLEASE DO THE HOMEWORK

CALL IF YOU CANT COME TO SESSION

10 SHARE WORKSHOP EXPENSES



ANTIRACIST TOILET TRAINING

CREATINQ ANTI4 GROUD DYNAMICS

RAISE YOUR HAND TO SPEAK

PRIORITIZE VOICES OF PEOPLE OF COLOR IN THE GROUP

PRIORITIZE VOICES OF QUIET WHITE FOLKS IN THE GROUP

PRACTICE ACTIVE LISTENING
CHALLENGE RESPECTFULLY

CREATING ANTIRACIST LANAUAGE

WHENYOU SAID OR DID WHENHAPPENED

FELT THOUGHT

BECAUSE FEELL THINKL HAVE EXPERIENCED

SOMETHING THATS WORKED FOR ME IS

WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT THAT



ACTIVE LISTENING
ACTIVE LISTENING IS AN EXPRESSION OF RESPECT FOR ANOTHER

PERSON ACTIVE LISTENING INVOLVES SUSPENDING YOUR JUDGMENT
ABOUT WHAT PERSON IS SAYING AND CONCENTRATING INSTEAD ON

ATTENDING TO THE EMOTIONS BEHIND THE WORDS ACTIVE LISTENING

REQUIRES THAT THE LISTENER FORGET TEMPORARILY WHAT YOU WANT TO

SAY AND CONCENTRATE INSTEAD ON WHAT SHEHE IS ACTUALLY SAYING

AT THE MOMENT

TO INDICATE THAT YOU UNDERSTAND YOU MIGHT SAY
THEN THE PROBLEM AS YOU SEE IT IS

DO YOU MEAN FOR EXAMPLE THAT

IF UNDERSTAND YOU CORRECTLY YOU FEEL WE SHOULD
YOU WOULD LIKE ME TO

AFTER YOU HAVE SUMMARIZED YOUR UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT

YOU HAVE HEARD GIVE THE SPEAKER THE CHANCE TO REFLECT ON YOUR

PERCEPTIONS UNTIL ALL MISCOMMUNICATION IS RESOLVED IF THE

SPEAKER IS QUIET FOR AWHILE SIT WITH THE SILENCE ITS OK

THEN ENCOURAGE THE PERSON TO ELABORATE OR CLARIFY

HOW DID YOU FEEL ABOUT THAT
CAN YOU SAY MORE ABOUT THIS
IS THERE SOMETHING ELSE THATS BOTHERING YOU
WHERE DO YOU THINK WE SEE THINGS DIFFERENTLY

HOW WOULD YOU LIKE THINGS TO CHANGE

SOME COMMENTS TO AVOID ITII BE OKAY ITS NOT THAT BAD UNDERSTAND HAVE
THE SAME PROBLEM UWHEN THAT HAPPENED TO ME REALLY GOT ANGRY TOO

ADAPTED FROM ACTIVE LISTENING BY GIL LOPEZ AN AFRICAN AMERICAN
ANTIOPPRESSION TRAINER WHOSE WISDOM AND LOVE INSPIRED MANY PEOPLE

GIL PASSED FEW YEARS AGO IN SAN FRANCISCO HIS SPIRIT LIVES ON



EACH ONE TEACH ONE
THE EACH ONE TEACH ONE ANTIRACIST GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING STRATEGY WAS USED

BY AFRICAN AMERICAN ORGANIZERS IN THE SOUTHERN FREEDOM MOVEMENTSOF THE 1950S AND
1960S AS THE NAME SUGGESTS EACH ORGANIZER FOCUSES HERHIS EFFORTS ON INTENSIVE

ONEONONE COMMUNICATIONS AS METHOD OF BRINGING ANOTHER PERSON INTO THE STRUGGLE

COMPONENTS OF THE EACH ONE TEACH ONE ORGANIZING STRATEGY ARE

PERSONAL AN INTENSIVE CONVERSATION BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE

EXPERIENTIAL THE ORGANIZER CAN DRAW ON HERHIS OWNPROCESSES OF ANTIRACIST

TRANSFORMATION TO COMMUNICATE COMMITMENT TO ANTIRACIST WORK

RESPECTFUL TO BE EFFECTIVE IT NECESSITATES ACTIVE LISTENING AND RESPECTUL
DIALOGUE

EDUCATIONAL TEACHING ANOTHER IS THE BEST WAY TO DEEPEN YOUR OWN LEARNING
THE STRATEGY STRENGTHENS THE ORGANIZERS ANTIRACIST GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING

SKILLS

POLITICAL THE CONTENT OF THE MESSAGE IS ONE OF THE STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE THE

PURPOSE IS TO BRING PEOPLE TO EVENTSACTIONS THAT ENGAGE THEM IN THE

STRUGGLE THE STRATEGY VALIDATES THE IMPORTANCE OF EVERY INDIVIDUAL ACTIVIST

IN CREATING GRASSROOTS ANTIRACIST MOVEMENTS

SPIRITUAL THE ORGANIZER IS INVITING THE PERSON ADDRESSED TO JOIN HERIBIM ON

LIFETRANSFORMING PATH OF BECOMING AN ANTIRACIST ACTIVIST

SAMPLE OUTLINE FOR EACH ONE TEACH ONE

THINK OF FRIEND YOU WOULD LIKE TO INVITE TO AN EVENTACTION ACTIVITIES WELL

SUITED FOR EACH ONE TEACH ONE
APPROACH YOUR FRIEND IN PERSON OR OVER THE PHONE
INVITE TO THE EVENTACTION USING YOUR OWNSTORY AND EXPERIENCES
APPEAL TO THEIR STORY AND SELFINTEREST WHATS IN IT FOR THEM
PRACTICE AND MODEL RESPECTIVE BEHAVIOR USTEN ATTENTIVELY AND RESPOND TO

THEIR COMMENTSAND CONCERNS
REITERATE HOWMUCH IT WOULD MEAN TO YOU TO HAVE HER SHARE THE EXPERIENCE

WITH YOU IF SHE SAYS NO MAKE SURE SHE CAN CHANGE HER MIND DONT GIVE

UP OR LOSE HOPE ITS HARD WORK
CONFIRM YOUR DATE THE DAY BEFORE THE EVENTACTION AND ATTEND IT TOGETHER
GATHER YOUR FRIENDS FEEDBACK AND OFFER OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER ACTION



CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM IS AN

ACT OF LOVE

RESPECT THE PERSON CHALLENGE THE BEHAVIOR

DONT CHALLENGE PERSONS MOTIVATIONS LEAVE THAT

TO DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE PERSON AND HER CREATOR

FOCUS YOUR CONCERNS ON THE EFFECTS OF HER

BEHAVIOR ON OTHER PEOPLE BE SPECIFIC

AFFIRM THE POSITIVE WORK FIRST

SAY WHAT YOU LIKED ABOUT THE WORK

WHAT INSIGHTS DID YOU GAIN

HOW DID THE WORK STRENGTHEN YOUR COMMITMENT

WHAT NEW SKILLS DID YOU LEARN

FOCUS ON AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
SUGGEST ALTERNATIVES

MAKE SPECIFIC SUGGESTIONS

NEVER BLAME PERSON FOCUS ON THE BEHAVIOR

UNLESS PERSON DID SOMETHING REALLY OFFENSIVE

REFRAIN FROM SAYING DIDN LIKE THAT

VIEW MISTAKE AS LEARNING OPPORTUNITY
REMEMBER THAT WE ARE ALL JUST HUMAN

BEINGS DOING THE BEST WE CAN
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by Debbie Gould 

Lately Ive been thinking about the internal 
conflicts that exploded in the street aids 
activist movement, act up, and trying to make 
sense of the role they played in the demise of 
the movement in the early 1990s. The story is 
comple explore this topic in great detail in a 
book Im writing about aids activism but here I 
want to focus on a specific conflict that 
happened in act up/Chicago (the chapter I 
participated in) as a way to think about the 
fracturing of solidarity within a movement. My 
contention is that an understanding of this and 
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other conflicts within act up, as well as in other 
movements, requires an analysis of their 
affective dimensions. Scholars and activists 
alike tend to focus on the substance of a 
movements conflicts, neglecting the emotional 
undercurrents that play a part in structuring 
the content, character, and effects of such 
conflicts. With the phrase emotional 
undercurrent I mean to point to the way the 
feelings operating in a movements internal 
conflicts are often unarticulated, 
unacknowledged, and submerged, but 
nevertheless have a force and direction to 
them, an insistence, affecting participants 
themselves as well as things like the content, 
shape, tone, texture, velocity and intensity of 
the conflicts. In this case, often unstated and 
unrecognized feelings of betrayal, non-
recognition, resentment, mistrust, and anger 
were at the heart of act ups internal conflicts.  
 
assuming solidarity (and feeling it too)  
 
Before discussing this specific clash in act up/
Chicago, let me rewind to the early years of the 
street aids activist movement. Interviews that I 
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conducted with act up participants indicate 
that initially there were strong feelings of 
solidarity, based in part on a sense that we 
together, as lesbians and gay men, as queer 
folk, as a community, were under attack, 
evident in the failures of state and society to 
respond to the aids crisis but also in the right 
wings use of aids to wage war against all things 
queer. While it was clear that some act up 
members were struggling immediately and 
directly with aids, the movements rhetoric 
asserted that we were all living with aids: we 
were collectively experiencing the ravages of 
the epidemic, confronting a world that plainly 
was accepting of the deaths of gay people, 
living through and battling the attacks on our 
community. This sense of shared experiences 
seemed to unite participants across health 
status, and across racial and gender lines as 
well, at least to a good extent. Being in act up 
might require struggling with others in the 
movement over issues of racism and sexism, 
but it seemed like a hospitable place for that to 
happen, and you could fight aids. Something 
that was initially vitally important in creating 
feelings of solidarity was the assumption that 
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Introducing: 

everyone in ACT UP, as evidenced by their 
very presence in the room, shared similar 
principles and was there for the same reasons: 
to fight the aids crisis, to fight for all people 
with aids, to preserve and enrich queer 
culture. Moreover, everyone was committed to 
a range of tactics, including confrontational 
direct action. Although even early in act ups 
life different participants likely had very 
different understandings of the aids crisis, 
those differences were not yet salient. 
Solidarity was assumed, or better, simply was 
not in question, at least not on a conscious 
level. That we were all in this together, that we 
had one anothers backs, was the a priori, a 
given, it was felt.  
 
the unraveling of solidarity  
 
The conflict that I want to explore occurred in 
act up/Chicago in September 1989 earlier than 
it happened elsewhere in the movement but 
foreshadowing conflicts that soon would 
explode in other act up chapters and at the 
national level as well. The key players were the 
Womens Caucus (of which I was a member) 
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and a number of men in the organization, 
some of whom were hiv-positive. Most, 
perhaps all, of the women in the Caucus were 
hiv-negative lesbians, and our activism, done 
in league with a number of hiv-positive women 
who affiliated with act up/Chicago, often 
focused on issues of concern to women with 
hiv/aids. The flashpoint in this specific conflict 
was a planned discussion on the role of sexism 
in the aids epidemic and in act up/Chicago 
itself, and a boycott of this event by many of 
the men in the group. The original intent for 
the sexism discussion was three-fold: 1. to 
increase knowledge within act up/Chicago 
about the specific concerns of women with aids 
and illustrate how the epidemic looked from 
an angle other than a gay male angle; 2. to 
explain why lesbians had gotten involved in 
aids activism; and 3. to discuss how sexism 
within the group was making it difficult for 
women to participate (act up/Chicago 
Womens Caucus 1989). During the discussion, 
the Womens Caucus gave the men a 
questionnaire, in part an actual test of their 
knowledge about women and aids but also a 
bit of a set-up, a way to catch them in their 
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sexism and thereby shame them, a point I 
return to below. The questionnaire included 
some relatively straightforward questions what 
is the percentage of new cases of aids in 
Chicago that are among women; what groups 
are systematically excluded from clinical drug 
trials? It also included the following 
inflammatory and rhetorical questions:  If the 
aids crisis had hit primarily women, do you 
think that gay men would be responding to us 
in the numbers that we are responding now?  
and  what adjectives are you familiar with that 
describe the smell of female genitals?  1  
 
The sexism from some of the men that had 
prompted us to call for the sexism discussion 
in the first place, followed by the unreceptive 
and antagonistic behavior of some men during 
the sexism discussion and the boycott by many 
others, felt like a betrayal to many of us in the 
Womens Caucus. We had felt unified with 
them in this battle but now it seemed like 
many men in the group did not care about us 
at all. Feeling betrayed and outraged, we 
responded by reading a statement at the next 
meeting that took the men to task for their 
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sexism. Much of the statement is a candid 
narrative of why the women had wanted to 
hold the sexism discus- sion. Acknowledging 
how much we had learned from the men in act 
up about fighting the epidemic and its 
accompanying anti-gay horrors, our statement 
revealed our sense that, in contrast to our 
respect for and commitment to them, many act 
up men showed no respect or commitment 
toward us. Indeed, many seemed  clueless  
about why lesbians, ostensibly at low risk for 
hiv, were  involved in the aids fight.  Not only 
did the men we were fighting side by side with 
us seemingly not know us, they seemed 
uninterested in knowing us or in 
understanding why we were there, why we 
were there in solidarity with gay men with aids 
and people with aids in general but also why 
we felt an urgency, as queers, to fight the aids 
crisis. Like straight men, they seemed to take 
for granted that women would support them, 
which made us feel resentful and angry, but 
they also seemed to be suspicious about why 
we were there, and that impugning of our 
motives made us feel misunderstood 2.  
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A question that we raised during the sexism 
discussion and again in our statement  what 
have the men in act up learned from the 
women?  revealed our feelings of non-
recognition:  Need we remind you that women, 
and particularly many lesbians, have been 
there with you from the beginning, sharing 
skills, political experience and expertise, as 
well as compassion?  In asking those 
questions, we were suggesting that the men in 
act up were not acknowledging our 
contributions to the movement or their 
importance. More than that, we also were 
saying that solidarity was a two-way street. We 
wanted to feel  mutual solidarity and respect,  
a reciprocal appreciation, but the mens failure 
to recognize us instead threatened to 
exacerbate our feelings of unbelonging and 
insignificance. We indicated that, as lesbians, 
we were all too familiar with such disregard 
and disrespect and were not about to accept 
that from within what we considered to be our 
own shared organization:  Lesbians are made 
invisible in society at large; we are not willing 
to be made invisible in act up as well.  We also 
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indicated our anger toward them and our 
sense that they had betrayed us and that we 
could no longer count on them:  The Womens 
Caucus considers act ups response to the 
sexism discussion an injustice and a violation 
of trust  (act up/Chicago Womens Caucus 
1989, 2). The constellation of feelings that we 
were experiencing feelings of being betrayed, 
unrecognized, and disrespected by men in the 
movement and our consequent anger, 
resentment, and mistrust toward them helps 
to explain the Womens Caucus decision to pull 
back our energy from  gay white mens 
problems,  as we put it in our statement, and 
focus our efforts more on women and aids. I 
think the entire constellation of feelings also 
helps to explain the parts of our statement that 
read to me now as a form of moralizing. 
Consider, for example, the following excerpt 
from the statement, especially the last three 
sentences:  
The Womens Caucus has been right up in the 
front lines with you guys from the beginning of 
this admittedly gay-male-centered fight. But, 
when we requested that you sit still and talk 
about sexism and hear about the FEMALE 
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SIDE OF AIDS, you rudely refused, or, if you 
did show up, you attacked us for daring to 
suggest that our problems and experiences are 
as important as yours. Gee, guys, you sure are 
good at spitting out rhetoric on the changing 
face of aids, but god forbid that the new face 
open its mouth! 3  Or is it truly asking too 
much of you that you take an interest in 
problems that do not directly affect you? Again 
we ask, if aids affected primarily women or 
ethnic minorities, just how many of yall would 
be here?   Would YOU give money or time to 
combat it?  act up/Chicago Womens Caucus 
1989, 2, capitalizations in original).  
 
This part of the Caucus statement not only 
called the men on their sexism and disregard 
for women and people of color with aids, and 
not only indicated our own strong 
identification with those populations 
(particularly women with aids); it also again 
revealed that we felt betrayed by the men and 
disrespected as women and that our 
contributions to the movement were 
unappreciated by the men. Our implicit 
answer to the question about whether the men 
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would have gotten involved if aids was 
primarily affecting women was  no,  of course, 
and in posing the question, the Womens 
Caucus suggested that we considered the men 
to be selfish while we, in contrast, had 
selflessly taken a position on the front-lines, in 
solidarity with gay men. Deploying a gendered 
notion of selflessness to our advantage, we 
were suggesting that the men should take note 
of and think about and in truth, feel bad about 
the difference between their selfishness and 
our selflessness 4.  
 
I'm not sure that I was tuned into what I was 
feeling when I helped draft and read that 
statement with other women in the Caucus, 
but I suspect that I viewed the conflict as 
mainly a power struggle prompted by a 
number of men who were upset that some 
members of the Womens Caucus were 
exercising leadership in the organization. On 
some level I probably felt disrespected by what 
I perceived to be their sexism  they were taking 
neither us nor our concerns seriously. I recall 
feeling frustrated by their seeming 
unwillingness to consider how racism and 
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sexism were affecting the aids crisis. Instead of 
engaging in political discussion on the issue, 
they furiously accused us of “getting off the 
track of aids,” an accusation that seemed 
disingenuous to many of us insofar as we 
never advocated that act up engage in some 
general fight against racism and sexism but 
rather that we attend to the ways in which 
racism and sexism were exacerbating the aids 
epidemic. So I imagine that their accusation 
also made me angry. The moralizing tone in 
parts of our statements makes me think that I 
also felt a sort of leftish smugness in what I, 
and others in the Caucus, as well as our allies, 
perceived to be our political superiority. After 
all, we were selfless, they were selfish. We had 
an expansive understanding of the aids crisis, 
theirs was narrow and limited.  
 
 In light of Douglas Crimp's observation about 
moralizing and the impasse it created in the 
movement (1992), I want to think more about 
that aspect of the Womens Caucus statement, 
especially because all of the different sides in 
act ups conflicts sometimes spoke in that same 
register. The Womens Caucus statement, of 
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course, had many facets. It indicated our keen 
awareness of our position as lesbians in a 
homophobic, heteronormative, sexist society 
and our desire that the structural position we 
occupied in society not be reproduced in act 
up. Part of it was a sincere attempt to engage 
in principled political debate with the men; to 
that end, we felt the need to air our feelings of 
being betrayed and unrecognized, and our 
consequent anger, resentment, and growing 
mistrust. Moralizing entered in when we 
interpreted the mens behavior in moral terms 
and found them wanting, while setting 
ourselves up, in contrast, as morally righteous. 
We suggested that their behavior revealed 
them to be selfish in their aids activism; our 
politics, in contrast, revealed us to be selfless 
and truly committed to fighting for all people 
with aids, in line with act ups rhetoric. We 
were politically advanced, they were politically 
flawed. Drawing from an essentialist 
understanding of gender that codes women as 
caring and selfless and men as individualistic 
and selfish, we suggested that we were morally 
superior, they were morally deficient. Our 

http://areachicago.org/p/issues/solidarities/fracturing-solidarity/ (13 of 22) [3/22/09 6:51:59 PM]



Solidarity and Its Fracturing in ACT-Up | AREA|chicago

statement indicates that we already were 
feeling little solidarity from the men and little 
solidarity toward them by that point; I think 
that many of the men were similarly feeling 
little solidarity toward us, and I wonder if the 
moralizing portions of our statement might 
have intensified those non-solidaristic 
sentiments across gender. Although we may 
not have intended to shame and guilt-trip the 
men, our tone in places was castigatory, and 
may have had shaming effects. After all, as 
members of a movement that considered itself 
and was seen by most observers as progressive 
and even left, accusations of being selfishly 
concerned only about their gay male selves 
may have challenged their perceptions of 
themselves as progressive, compassionate 
individuals.  
 
 While I agree with Crimp's observation that 
moralizing created an impasse in the 
movement, I think it is important to 
understand the context in which moralizing 
emerged. From our perspective, the men in act 
up, our ostensible comrades, were abandoning 
us by not caring about our concerns, by not 
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listening to us, by seeming to view our 
involvement in the movement as 
inconsequential. Our strong identification with 
women with hiv/aids indicated in multiple 
places but especially when we actually 
assumed their position when we referred to act 
up mens inability to listen when  the new face 
of aids  opened its mouth seems very 
important insofar as we probably experienced 
some of the mens evident lack of concern 
about women with hiv/aids as a form of 
betrayal not only of those women but of us. My 
sense is that our feelings of being betrayed, 
unrecognized, disrespected, and 
misunderstood by others in act up feelings 
with which many of us were already familiar 
due to our experiences as women and lesbians 
in mainstream society - might have led us, 
consciously or not, to a similar disregard, and 
even a contempt, for those who we felt were 
disregarding us.  
 
One understandably might interpret the 
boycott of the sexism discussion as itself 
evidence of sexism within the group. And I 
think that that was indeed the case. There 
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were, however, other forces in play as well. A 
number of act up members whom I 
interviewed remember that act up meetings 
were driven by the need to take action; people 
with aids, including members of act up, were 
dying all around us. Everybody felt a sense of 
urgency that was often translated into the view 
that we only had time to  act up . In that 
context, when the Womens Caucus on a couple 
of occasions suggested holding a workshop on 
racism or sexism in the group, very few people 
were interested in attending. The resistance 
certainly was due in part to some people in the 
group not wanting to confront those issues, 
but the reluctance was also driven by fear that 
anything other than action might slow down 
our efforts. What we in the Womens Caucus 
experienced as a power struggle and as 
evidence of sexism, what we felt as disrespect 
and betrayal by the men, were all in play, but 
so was fear among a number of men in the 
group that they or their loved ones might soon 
become sick and die and that act up thus 
needed to focus all of its time and efforts on 
actions that might prolong their lives. Fears 
that the movement was wasting time and 
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getting diverted, at the expense of people with 
hiv/aids, especially those in the room, played a 
continuing role in act up/Chicagos conflicts.  
 
Both factions within act up, in other words, 
were experiencing fears of betrayal. And 
although I dont have space to address this 
here, both sides turned to moralizing: a viable, 
if estranging, rhetorical register in this 
moment. In the end, the feelings on both sides 
that sparked the moralizing and that were at 
the core of act ups political conflicts feelings of 
betrayal and fear of betrayal, non-recognition, 
disrespect, mistrust, and anger remained 
largely unacknowledged and unaddressed 
while nevertheless operating as a force in the 
conflicts. act up/Chicago, like other act up 
chapters, became factionalized, with each side 
demonizing the other, personalizing and 
polarizing what otherwise might have been 
difficult, but navigable, political conflicts. My 
sense is that disputes skirted political 
disagreements and became personalized 
because of the force of the emotional 
undercurrents of the conflicts. 
Unacknowledged, unaddressed, and largely 
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submerged feelings between the different sides 
took an enormous toll on people, making it 
extremely difficult to empathize with or feel 
solidarity toward one another.  
 
the affective dimensions of political conflicts  
 
As this example indicates, the political 
conflicts in act up were not solely about 
divergent political analyses. I think that is true 
of most conflicts within movements. More 
than tactical or strategic disagreements, such 
conflicts often revolve around the complex 
feelings evoked by different members 
occupying different social positions within 
society and within the movement itself. Real or 
perceived differences in social location and 
power can generate fears of betrayal and loss 
of power, as well as feelings of non-
recognition, resentment, anger, guilt, and 
hatred all of which can define and amplify 
existing fractures in solidarity. My point, then, 
is that political conflicts derive not only from 
divergent interests, identities, and 
identifications, but also from the affective 
dimensions of those interests, identities, and 
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identifications. I hope that turning our lenses 
to the emotional undercurrents that structure 
political conflicts can help us to attend to the 
sometimes bad feelings that can arise in the 
midst of political activism.  
 
For their many insights and provocations, I 
want to thank Laurie Palmer, my fellow 
feelies in Feel Tank Chicago, and of course 
everyone who participated in act up. 
Footnotes 
1 This last question stemmed from knowledge 
among some members of the Caucus that 
women were referred to as  fish  in some gay 
male circles, apparently a reference to the 
supposed smell of female genitalia; and 
indeed, many of the men wrote  fish  as their 
answer. Although feeling unknown and 
misunderstood can make one feel particularly 
humorless a point suggested by Eve Sedgwick 
in a discussion of shame (2003, 64) the ACT 
UP/Chicago Womens Caucus at times clearly 
had a more playful relation to the fish 
stereotype, evident for example in a banner 
made for the first Dyke March, held the night 
before the April 1993 March on Washington 
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for Lesbian and Gay Rights that declared  
Chicago Dykes Rule: Pussy by the Lake,  and 
pictured a few catfish smiling and sunning 
themselves by Lake Michigan.  
2 Our feelings of non-recognition from men in 
ACT UP may have been particularly distressing 
in a context where other lesbians, arguing that 
gay men were not concerned about lesbians, 
were questioning why lesbians were doing 
activism on AIDS, that is, on ostensibly  gay 
male issues,  when lesbians were reportedly 
suffering a breast cancer epidemic around 
which a movement needed to form.  
3 This is an interesting construction in that 
none of the women making the statement, as 
far as I know, were living with HIV/AIDS. I 
think it indicates our strong identification with 
women with HIV/AIDS, a point I will return to 
in a moment. Our assumption of the position 
of women with HIV/AIDS also makes some 
sense if you consider the following: first, few in 
the scientific-medical establishment were 
addressing the epidemic among women, and 
that neglect was having deadly consequences, 
so we were acutely aware of the need to make 
womens needs visible; and second, women 
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with HIV/AIDS were rarely able to attend ACT 
UP meetings, and certainly not on a regular 
basis, in large part because they had children 
to care for; they thus wanted us to represent 
their concerns and we thought it important to 
do so in ACT UP meetings.  
4 Interestingly, many of the men answered  no  
to the question. That, of course, is not proof 
that we were  right  in our construction of gay 
men as selfish. What their answers indicate, I 
think, is that highly gendered constructions of 
gay men as selfish and lesbians as selfless were 
widely circulating in this moment and easily 
latched onto, by lesbians as well as gay men.  
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THE TYRANNY of STRUCTURELESSNESS 
by Jo Freeman aka Joreen  

The earliest version of this article was given as a talk at a conference called 
by the Southern Female Rights Union, held in Beulah, Mississippi in May 
1970. It was written up for Notes from the Third Year (1971), but the 
editors did not use it. It was then submitted to several movement 
publications, but only one asked permission to publish it; others did so 
without permission. The first official place of publication was in Vol. 2, No. 
1 of The Second Wave (1972). This early version in movement publications 
was authored by Joreen. Different versions were published in the Berkeley 
Journal of Sociology, Vol. 17, 1972-73, pp. 151-165, and Ms. magazine, 
July 1973, pp. 76-78, 86-89, authored by Jo Freeman. This piece spread all 
over the world. Numerous people have edited, reprinted, cut, and 
translated "Tyranny" for magazines, books and web sites, usually without 
the permission or knowledge of the author. The version below is a blend of 
the three cited here.  
 
 

During the years in which the women's liberation movement has been 
taking shape, a great emphasis has been placed on what are called 
leaderless, structureless groups as the main -- if not sole -- organizational 
form of the movement. The source of this idea was a natural reaction 
against the over-structured society in which most of us found ourselves, 
and the inevitable control this gave others over our lives, and the continual 
elitism of the Left and similar groups among those who were supposedly 
fighting this overstructuredness. 

The idea of "structurelessness," however, has moved from a healthy 
counter to those tendencies to becoming a goddess in its own right. The 
idea is as little examined as the term is much used, but it has become an 
intrinsic and unquestioned part of women's liberation ideology. For the 
early development of the movement this did not much matter. It early 
defined its main goal, and its main method, as consciousness-raising, and 
the "structureless" rap group was an excellent means to this end. The 
looseness and informality of it encouraged participation in discussion, and 
its often supportive atmosphere elicited personal insight. If nothing more 
concrete than personal insight ever resulted from these groups, that did 
not much matter, because their purpose did not really extend beyond this. 
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The basic problems didn't appear until individual rap groups exhausted 
the virtues of consciousness-raising and decided they wanted to do 
something more specific. At this point they usually foundered because most 
groups were unwilling to change their structure when they changed their 
tasks. Women had thoroughly accepted the idea of "structurelessness" 
without realizing the limitations of its uses. People would try to use the 
"structureless" group and the informal conference for purposes for which 
they were unsuitable out of a blind belief that no other means could 
possibly be anything but oppressive. 

If the movement is to grow beyond these elementary stages of 
development, it will have to disabuse itself of some of its prejudices about 
organization and structure. There is nothing inherently bad about either of 
these. They can be and often are misused, but to reject them out of hand 
because they are misused is to deny ourselves the necessary tools to 
further development. We need to understand why "structurelessness" does 
not work.

FORMAL AND INFORMAL STRUCTURES

Contrary to what we would like to believe, there is no such thing as a 
structureless group. Any group of people of whatever nature that comes 
together for any length of time for any purpose will inevitably structure 
itself in some fashion. The structure may be flexible; it may vary over 
time; it may evenly or unevenly distribute tasks, power and resources over 
the members of the group. But it will be formed regardless of the abilities, 
personalities, or intentions of the people involved. The very fact that we 
are individuals, with different talents, predispositions, and backgrounds 
makes this inevitable. Only if we refused to relate or interact on any basis 
whatsoever could we approximate structurelessness -- and that is not the 
nature of a human group. 

This means that to strive for a structureless group is as useful, and as 
deceptive, as to aim at an "objective" news story, "value-free" social 
science, or a "free" economy. A "laissez faire" group is about as realistic as 
a "laissez faire" society; the idea becomes a smokescreen for the strong or 
the lucky to establish unquestioned hegemony over others. This hegemony 
can be so easily established because the idea of "structurelessness" does 
not prevent the formation of informal structures, only formal ones. 
Similarly "laissez faire" philosophy did not prevent the economically 
powerful from establishing control over wages, prices, and distribution of 
goods; it only prevented the government from doing so. Thus 
structurelessness becomes a way of masking power, and within the 
women's movement is usually most strongly advocated by those who are 
the most powerful (whether they are conscious of their power or not). As 
long as the structure of the group is informal, the rules of how decisions 
are made are known only to a few and awareness of power is limited to 
those who know the rules. Those who do not know the rules and are not 
chosen for initiation must remain in confusion, or suffer from paranoid 
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delusions that something is happening of which they are not quite aware. 

For everyone to have the opportunity to be involved in a given group and 
to participate in its activities the structure must be explicit, not implicit. 
The rules of decision-making must be open and available to everyone, and 
this can happen only if they are formalized. This is not to say that 
formalization of a structure of a group will destroy the informal structure. It 
usually doesn't. But it does hinder the informal structure from having 
predominant control and make available some means of attacking it if the 
people involved are not at least responsible to the needs of the group at 
large. "Structurelessness" is organizationally impossible. We cannot decide 
whether to have a structured or structureless group, only whether or not to 
have a formally structured one. Therefore the word will not he used any 
longer except to refer to the idea it represents. Unstructured will refer to 
those groups which have not been deliberately structured in a particular 
manner. Structured will refer to those which have. A Structured group 
always has formal structure, and may also have an informal, or covert, 
structure. It is this informal structure, particularly in Unstructured groups, 
which forms the basis for elites.

THE NATURE OF ELITISM

"Elitist" is probably the most abused word in the women's liberation 
movement. It is used as frequently, and for the same reasons, as "pinko" 
was used in the fifties. It is rarely used correctly. Within the movement it 
commonly refers to individuals, though the personal characteristics and 
activities of those to whom it is directed may differ widely: An individual, as 
an individual can never be an elitist, because the only proper application of 
the term "elite" is to groups. Any individual, regardless of how well-known 
that person may be, can never be an elite. 

Correctly, an elite refers to a small group of people who have power over 
a larger group of which they are part, usually without direct responsibility 
to that larger group, and often without their knowledge or consent. A 
person becomes an elitist by being part of, or advocating the rule by, such 
a small group, whether or not that individual is well known or not known at 
all. Notoriety is not a definition of an elitist. The most insidious elites are 
usually run by people not known to the larger public at all. Intelligent 
elitists are usually smart enough not to allow themselves to become well 
known; when they become known, they are watched, and the mask over 
their power is no longer firmly lodged. 

Elites are not conspiracies. Very seldom does a small group of people get 
together and deliberately try to take over a larger group for its own ends. 
Elites are nothing more, and nothing less, than groups of friends who also 
happen to participate in the same political activities. They would probably 
maintain their friendship whether or not they were involved in political 
activities; they would probably be involved in political activities whether or 
not they maintained their friendships. It is the coincidence of these two 
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phenomena which creates elites in any group and makes them so difficult 
to break. 

These friendship groups function as networks of communication outside 
any regular channels for such communication that may have been set up 
by a group. If no channels are set up, they function as the only networks of 
communication. Because people are friends, because they usually share the 
same values and orientations, because they talk to each other socially and 
consult with each other when common decisions have to be made, the 
people involved in these networks have more power in the group than 
those who don't. And it is a rare group that does not establish some 
informal networks of communication through the friends that are made in it. 

Some groups, depending on their size, may have more than one such 
informal communications network. Networks may even overlap. When only 
one such network exists, it is the elite of an otherwise Unstructured group, 
whether the participants in it want to be elitists or not. If it is the only such 
network in a Structured group it may or may not be an elite depending on 
its composition and the nature of the formal Structure. If there are two or 
more such networks of friends, they may compete for power within the 
group, thus forming factions, or one may deliberately opt out of the 
competition, leaving the other as the elite. In a Structured group, two or 
more such friendship networks usually compete with each other for formal 
power. This is often the healthiest situation, as the other members are in a 
position to arbitrate between the two competitors for power and thus to 
make demands on those to whom they give their temporary allegiance. 

The inevitably elitist and exclusive nature of informal communication 
networks of friends is neither a new phenomenon characteristic of the 
women's movement nor a phenomenon new to women. Such informal 
relationships have excluded women for centuries from participating in 
integrated groups of which they were a part. In any profession or 
organization these networks have created the "locker room" mentality and 
the "old school" ties which have effectively prevented women as a group 
(as well as some men individually) from having equal access to the sources 
of power or social reward. Much of the energy of past women's movements 
has been directed to having the structures of decision-making and the 
selection processes formalized so that the exclusion of women could be 
confronted directly. As we well know, these efforts have not prevented the 
informal male-only networks from discriminating against women, but they 
have made it more difficult. 

Because elites are informal does not mean they are invisible. At any 
small group meeting anyone with a sharp eye and an acute ear can tell 
who is influencing whom. The members of a friendship group will relate 
more to each other than to other people. They listen more attentively, and 
interrupt less; they repeat each other's points and give in amiably; they 
tend to ignore or grapple with the "outs" whose approval is not necessary 
for making a decision. But it is necessary for the "outs" to stay on good 
terms with the "ins." Of course the lines are not as sharp as I have drawn 
them. They are nuances of interaction, not prewritten scripts. But they are 
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discernible, and they do have their effect. Once one knows with whom it is 
important to check before a decision is made, and whose approval is the 
stamp of acceptance, one knows who is running things. 

Since movement groups have made no concrete decisions about who 
shall exercise power within them, many different criteria are used around 
the country. Most criteria are along the lines of traditional female 
characteristics. For instance, in the early days of the movement, marriage 
was usually a prerequisite for participation in the informal elite. As women 
have been traditionally taught, married women relate primarily to each 
other, and look upon single women as too threatening to have as close 
friends. In many cities, this criterion was further refined to include only 
those women married to New Left men. This standard had more than 
tradition behind it, however, because New Left men often had access to 
resources needed by the movement -- such as mailing lists, printing 
presses, contacts, and information -- and women were used to getting 
what they needed through men rather than independently. As the 
movement has charged through time, marriage has become a less 
universal criterion for effective participation, but all informal elites establish 
standards by which only women who possess certain material or personal 
characteristics may join. They frequently include: middle-class background 
(despite all the rhetoric about relating to the working class); being 
married; not being married but living with someone; being or pretending to 
be a lesbian; being between the ages of twenty and thirty; being college 
educated or at least having some college background; being "hip"; not 
being too "hip"; holding a certain political line or identification as a 
"radical"; having children or at least liking them; not having children; 
having certain "feminine" personality characteristics such as being "nice"; 
dressing right (whether in the traditional style or the antitraditional style); 
etc. There are also some characteristics which will almost always tag one 
as a "deviant" who should not be related to. They include: being too old; 
working full time, particularly if one is actively committed to a "career"; not 
being "nice"; and being avowedly single (i.e., neither actively heterosexual 
nor homosexual). 

Other criteria could be included, but they all have common themes. The 
characteristics prerequisite for participating in the informal elites of the 
movement, and thus for exercising power, concern one's background, 
personality, or allocation of time. They do not include one's competence, 
dedication to feminism, talents, or potential contribution to the movement. 
The former are the criteria one usually uses in determining one's friends. 
The latter are what any movement or organization has to use if it is going 
to be politically effective. 

The criteria of participation may differ from group to group, but the 
means of becoming a member of the informal elite if one meets those 
criteria art pretty much the same. The only main difference depends on 
whether one is in a group from the beginning, or joins it after it has begun. 
If involved from the beginning it is important to have as many of one's 
personal friends as possible also join. If no one knows anyone else very 
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well, then one must deliberately form friendships with a select number and 
establish the informal interaction patterns crucial to the creation of an 
informal structure. Once the informal patterns are formed they act to 
maintain themselves, and one of the most successful tactics of 
maintenance is to continuously recruit new people who "fit in." One joins 
such an elite much the same way one pledges a sorority. If perceived as a 
potential addition, one is "rushed" by the members of the informal 
structure and eventually either dropped or initiated. If the sorority is not 
politically aware enough to actively engage in this process itself it can be 
started by the outsider pretty much the same way one joins any private 
club. Find a sponsor, i.e., pick some member of the elite who appears to be 
well respected within it, and actively cultivate that person's friendship. 
Eventually, she will most likely bring you into the inner circle. 

All of these procedures take time. So if one works full time or has a 
similar major commitment, it is usually impossible to join simply because 
there are not enough hours left to go to all the meetings and cultivate the 
personal relationship necessary to have a voice in the decision-making. 
That is why formal structures of decision making are a boon to the 
overworked person. Having an established process for decision-making 
ensures that everyone can participate in it to some extent. 

Although this dissection of the process of elite formation within small 
groups has been critical in perspective, it is not made in the belief that 
these informal structures are inevitably bad -- merely inevitable. All groups 
create informal structures as a result of interaction patterns among the 
members of the group. Such informal structures can do very useful things 
But only Unstructured groups are totally governed by them. When informal 
elites are combined with a myth of "structurelessness," there can be no 
attempt to put limits on the use of power. It becomes capricious. 

This has two potentially negative consequences of which we should be 
aware. The first is that the informal structure of decision-making will be 
much like a sorority -- one in which people listen to others because they 
like them and not because they say significant things. As long as the 
movement does not do significant things this does not much matter. But if 
its development is not to be arrested at this preliminary stage, it will have 
to alter this trend. The second is that informal structures have no obligation 
to be responsible to the group at large. Their power was not given to them; 
it cannot be taken away. Their influence is not based on what they do for 
the group; therefore they cannot be directly influenced by the group. This 
does not necessarily make informal structures irresponsible. Those who are 
concerned with maintaining their influence will usually try to be 
responsible. The group simply cannot compel such responsibility; it is 
dependent on the interests of the elite.

THE "STAR" SYSTEM

The idea of "structurelessness" has created the "star" system. We live in 
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a society which expects political groups to make decisions and to select 
people to articulate those decisions to the public at large. The press and 
the public do not know how to listen seriously to individual women as 
women; they want to know how the group feels. Only three techniques 
have ever been developed for establishing mass group opinion: the vote or 
referendum, the public opinion survey questionnaire, and the selection of 
group spokespeople at an appropriate meeting. The women's liberation 
movement has used none of these to communicate with the public. Neither 
the movement as a whole nor most of the multitudinous groups within it 
have established a means of explaining their position on various issues. But 
the public is conditioned to look for spokespeople. 

While it has consciously not chosen spokespeople, the movement has 
thrown up many women who have caught the public eye for varying 
reasons. These women represent no particular group or established 
opinion; they know this and usually say so. But because there are no 
official spokespeople nor any decision-making body that the press can 
query when it wants to know the movement's position on a subject, these 
women are perceived as the spokespeople. Thus, whether they want to or 
not, whether the movement likes it or not, women of public note are put in 
the role of spokespeople by default. 

This is one main source of the ire that is often felt toward the women 
who are labeled "stars." Because they were not selected by the women in 
the movement to represent the movement's views, they are resented when 
the press presumes that they speak for the movement. But as long as the 
movement does not select its own spokeswomen, such women will be 
placed in that role by the press and the public, regardless of their own 
desires. 

This has several negative consequences for both the movement and the 
women labeled "stars." First, because the movement didn't put them in the 
role of spokesperson, the movement cannot remove them. The press put 
them there and only the press can choose not to listen. The press will 
continue to look to "stars" as spokeswomen as long as it has no official 
alternatives to go to for authoritative statements from the movement. The 
movement has no control in the selection of its representatives to the 
public as long as it believes that it should have no representatives at all. 
Second, women put in this position often find themselves viciously attacked 
by their sisters. This achieves nothing for the movement and is painfully 
destructive to the individuals involved. Such attacks only result in either 
the woman leaving the movement entirely-often bitterly alienated -- or in 
her ceasing to feel responsible to her "sisters." She may maintain some 
loyalty to the movement, vaguely defined, but she is no longer susceptible 
to pressures from other women in it. One cannot feel responsible to people 
who have been the source of such pain without being a masochist, and 
these women are usually too strong to bow to that kind of personal 
pressure. Thus the backlash to the "star" system in effect encourages the 
very kind of individualistic nonresponsibility that the movement condemns. 
By purging a sister as a "star," the movement loses whatever control it 
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may have had over the person who then becomes free to commit all of the 
individualistic sins of which she has been accused.

POLITICAL IMPOTENCE

Unstructured groups may be very effective in getting women to talk 
about their lives; they aren't very good for getting things done. It is when 
people get tired of "just talking" and want to do something more that the 
groups flounder, unless they change the nature of their operation. 
Occasionally, the developed informal structure of the group coincides with 
an available need that the group can fill in such a way as to give the 
appearance that an Unstructured group "works." That is, the group has 
fortuitously developed precisely the kind of structure best suited for 
engaging in a particular project.  

While working in this kind of group is a very heady experience, it is also 
rare and very hard to replicate. There are almost inevitably four conditions 
found in such a group; 

1) It is task oriented. Its function is very narrow and very specific, like 
putting on a conference or putting out a newspaper. It is the task that 
basically structures the group. The task determines what needs to be done 
and when it needs to be done. It provides a guide by which people can 
judge their actions and make plans for future activity. 

2) It is relatively small and homogeneous. Homogeneity is necessary to 
insure that participants have a "common language" for interaction. People 
from widely different backgrounds may provide richness to a consciousness-
raising group where each can learn from the others' experience, but too 
great a diversity among members of a task-oriented group means only that 
they continually misunderstand each other. Such diverse people interpret 
words and actions differently. They have different expectations about each 
other's behavior and judge the results according to different criteria. If 
everyone knows everyone else well enough to understand the nuances, 
these can be accommodated. Usually, they only lead to confusion and 
endless hours spent straightening out conflicts no one ever thought would 
arise. 

3) There is a high degree of communication. Information must be passed 
on to everyone, opinions checked, work divided up, and participation 
assured in the relevant decisions. This is only possible if the group is small 
and people practically live together for the most crucial phases of the task. 
Needless to say, the number of interactions necessary to involve everybody 
increases geometrically with the number of participants. This inevitably 
limits group participants to about five, or excludes some from some of the 
decisions. Successful groups can be as large as 10 or 15, but only when 
they are in fact composed of several smaller subgroups which perform 
specific parts of the task, and whose members overlap with each other so 
that knowledge of what the different subgroups are doing can be passed 
around easily. 
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4) There is a low degree of skill specialization. Not everyone has to be 
able to do everything, but everything must be able to be done by more 
than one person. Thus no one is indispensable. To a certain extent, people 
become interchangeable parts. 

While these conditions can occur serendipitously in small groups, this is 
not possible in large ones. Consequently, because the larger movement in 
most cities is as unstructured as individual rap groups, it is not too much 
more effective than the separate groups at specific tasks. The informal 
structure is rarely together enough or in touch enough with the people to 
be able to operate effectively. So the movement generates much motion 
and few results. Unfortunately, the consequences of all this motion are not 
as innocuous as the results' and their victim is the movement itself. 

Some groups have formed themselves into local action projects if they 
do not involve many people and work on a small scale. But this form 
restricts movement activity to the local level; it cannot be done on the 
regional or national. Also, to function well the groups must usually pare 
themselves down to that informal group of friends who were running things 
in the first place. This excludes many women from participating. As long as 
the only way women can participate in the movement is through 
membership in a small group, the nongregarious are at a distinct 
disadvantage. As long as friendship groups are the main means of 
organizational activity, elitism becomes institutionalized. 

For those groups which cannot find a local project to which to devote 
themselves, the mere act of staying together becomes the reason for their 
staying together. When a group has no specific task (and consciousness 
raising is a task), the people in it turn their energies to controlling others in 
the group. This is not done so much out of a malicious desire to manipulate 
others (though sometimes it is) as out of a lack of anything better to do 
with their talents. Able people with time on their hands and a need to 
justify their coming together put their efforts into personal control, and 
spend their time criticizing the personalities of the other members in the 
group. Infighting and personal power games rule the day. When a group is 
involved in a task, people learn to get along with others as they are and to 
subsume personal dislikes for the sake of the larger goal. There are limits 
placed on the compulsion to remold every person in our image of what they 
should be. 
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The end of consciousness-raising leaves people with no place to go, and 
the lack of structure leaves them with no way of getting there. The women 
the movement either turn in on themselves and their sisters or seek other 
alternatives of action. There are few that are available. Some women just 
"do their own thing." This can lead to a great deal of individual creativity, 
much of which is useful for the movement, but it is not a viable alternative 
for most women and certainly does not foster a spirit of cooperative group 
effort. Other women drift out of the movement entirely because they don't 
want to develop an individual project and they have found no way of 
discovering, joining, or starting group projects that interest them. 

Many turn to other political organizations to give them the kind of 
structured, effective activity that they have not been able to find in the 
women's movement. Those political organizations which see women's 
liberation as only one of many issues to which women should devote their 
time thus find the movement a vast recruiting ground for new members. 
There is no need for such organizations to "infiltrate" (though this is not 
precluded). The desire for meaningful political activity generated in women 
by their becoming part of the women's liberation movement is sufficient to 
make them eager to join other organizations when the movement itself 
provides no outlets for their new ideas and energies. Those women who 
join other political organizations while remaining within the women's 
liberation movement, or who join women's liberation while remaining in 
other political organizations, in turn become the framework for new 
informal structures. These friendship networks are based upon their 
common nonfeminist politics rather than the characteristics discussed 
earlier, but operate in much the same way. Because these women share 
common values, ideas, and political orientations, they too become informal, 
unplanned, unselected, unresponsible elites -- whether they intend to be so 
or not. 

These new informal elites are often perceived as threats by the old 
informal elites previously developed within different movement groups. 
This is a correct perception. Such politically oriented networks are rarely 
willing to be merely "sororities" as many of the old ones were, and want to 
proselytize their political as well as their feminist ideas. This is only natural, 
but its implications for women's liberation have never been adequately 
discussed. The old elites are rarely willing to bring such differences of 
opinion out into the open because it would involve exposing the nature of 
the informal structure of the group. 

Many of these informal elites have been hiding under the banner of "anti-
elitism" and "structurelessness." To effectively counter the competition 
from another informal structure, they would have to become "public," and 
this possibility is fraught with many dangerous implications. Thus, to 
maintain its own power, it is easier to rationalize the exclusion of the 
members of the other informal structure by such means as "red-baiting," 
"reformist-baiting," "lesbian-baiting," or "straight-baiting." The only other 
alternative is to formally structure the group in such a way that the original 
power structure is institutionalized. This is not always possible. If the 
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informal elites have been well structured and have exercised a fair amount 
of power in the past, such a task is feasible. These groups have a history of 
being somewhat politically effective in the past, as the tightness of the 
informal structure has proven an adequate substitute for a formal 
structure. Becoming Structured does not alter their operation much, though 
the institutionalization of the power structure does open it to formal 
challenge. It is those groups which are in greatest need of structure that 
are often least capable of creating it. Their informal structures have not 
been too well formed and adherence to the ideology of "structurelessness" 
makes them reluctant to change tactics. The more Unstructured a group is, 
the more lacking it is in informal structures, and the more it adheres to an 
ideology of "structurelessness,"' the more vulnerable it is to being taken 
over by a group of political comrades. 

Since the movement at large is just as Unstructured as most of its 
constituent groups, it is similarly susceptible to indirect influence. But the 
phenomenon manifests itself differently. On a local level most groups can 
operate autonomously; but the only groups that can organize a national 
activity are nationally organized groups. Thus, it is often the Structured 
feminist organizations that provide national direction for feminist activities, 
and this direction is determined by the priorities of those organizations. 
Such groups as NOW, WEAL, and some leftist women's caucuses are simply 
the only organizations capable of mounting a national campaign. The 
multitude of Unstructured women's liberation groups can choose to support 
or not support the national campaigns, but are incapable of mounting their 
own. Thus their members become the troops under the leadership of the 
Structured organizations. The avowedly Unstructured groups have no way 
of drawing upon the movement's vast resources to support its priorities. It 
doesn't even have a way of deciding what they are. 

The more unstructured a movement it, the less control it has over the 
directions in which it develops and the political actions in which it engages. 
This does not mean that its ideas do not spread. Given a certain amount of 
interest by the media and the appropriateness of social conditions, the 
ideas will still be diffused widely. But diffusion of ideas does not mean they 
are implemented; it only means they are talked about. Insofar as they can 
be applied individually they may be acted on; insofar as they require 
coordinated political power to be implemented, they will not be. 

As long as the women's liberation movement stays dedicated to a form 
of organization which stresses small, inactive discussion groups among 
friends, the worst problems of Unstructuredness will not be felt. But this 
style of organization has its limits; it is politically inefficacious, exclusive, 
and discriminatory against those women who are not or cannot be tied into 
the friendship networks. Those who do not fit into what already exists 
because of class, race, occupation, education, parental or marital status, 
personality, etc., will inevitably be discouraged from trying to participate. 
Those who do fit in will develop vested interests in maintaining things as 
they are. 

The informal groups' vested interests will be sustained by the informal 
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structures which exist, and the movement will have no way of determining 
who shall exercise power within it. If the movement continues deliberately 
to not select who shall exercise power, it does not thereby abolish power. 
All it does is abdicate the right to demand that those who do exercise 
power and influence be responsible for it. If the movement continues to 
keep power as diffuse as possible because it knows it cannot demand 
responsibility from those who have it, it does prevent any group or person 
from totally dominating. But it simultaneously insures that the movement is 
as ineffective as possible. Some middle ground between domination and 
ineffectiveness can and must be found. 

These problems are coming to a head at this time because the nature of 
the movement is necessarily changing. Consciousness-raising as the main 
function of the women's liberation movement is becoming obsolete. Due to 
the intense press publicity of the last two years and the numerous 
overground books and articles now being circulated, women's liberation has 
become a household word. Its issues are discussed and informal rap groups 
are formed by people who have no explicit connection with any movement 
group. The movement must go on to other tasks. It now needs to establish 
its priorities, articulate its goals, and pursue its objectives in a coordinated 
fashion. To do this it must get organized -- locally, regionally, and 
nationally.

PRINCIPLES OF DEMOCRATIC STRUCTURING

Once the movement no longer clings tenaciously to the ideology of 
"structurelessness," it is free to develop those forms of organization best 
suited to its healthy functioning. This does not mean that we should go to 
the other extreme and blindly imitate the traditional forms of organization. 
But neither should we blindly reject them all. Some of the traditional 
techniques will prove useful, albeit not perfect; some will give us insights 
into what we should and should not do to obtain certain ends with minimal 
costs to the individuals in the movement. Mostly, we will have to 
experiment with different kinds of structuring and develop a variety of 
techniques to use for different situations. The Lot System is one such idea 
which has emerged from the movement. It is not applicable to all 
situations, but is useful in some. Other ideas for structuring are needed. 
But before we can proceed to experiment intelligently, we must accept the 
idea that there is nothing inherently bad about structure itself -- only its 
excess use. 
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While engaging in this trial-and-error process, there are some principles 
we can keep in mind that are essential to democratic structuring and are 
also politically effective: 

1) Delegation of specific authority to specific individuals for specific tasks 
by democratic procedures. Letting people assume jobs or tasks only by 
default means they are not dependably done. If people are selected to do a 
task, preferably after expressing an interest or willingness to do it, they 
have made a commitment which cannot so easily be ignored. 

2) Requiring all those to whom authority has been delegated to be 
responsible to those who selected them. This is how the group has control 
over people in positions of authority. Individuals may exercise power, but it 
is the group that has ultimate say over how the power is exercised. 

3) Distribution of authority among as many people as is reasonably 
possible. This prevents monopoly of power and requires those in positions 
of authority to consult with many others in the process of exercising it. It 
also gives many people the opportunity to have responsibility for specific 
tasks and thereby to learn different skills. 

4) Rotation of tasks among individuals. Responsibilities which are held 
too long by one person, formally or informally, come to be seen as that 
person's "property" and are not easily relinquished or controlled by the 
group. Conversely, if tasks are rotated too frequently the individual does 
not have time to learn her job well and acquire the sense of satisfaction of 
doing a good job. 

5) Allocation of tasks along rational criteria. Selecting someone for a 
position because they are liked by the group or giving them hard work 
because they are disliked serves neither the group nor the person in the 
long run. Ability, interest, and responsibility have got to be the major 
concerns in such selection. People should be given an opportunity to learn 
skills they do not have, but this is best done through some sort of 
"apprenticeship" program rather than the "sink or swim" method. Having a 
responsibility one can't handle well is demoralizing. Conversely, being 
blacklisted from doing what one can do well does not encourage one to 
develop one's skills. Women have been punished for being competent 
throughout most of human history; the movement does not need to repeat 
this process. 

6) Diffusion of information to everyone as frequently as possible. 
Information is power. Access to information enhances one's power. When 
an informal network spreads new ideas and information among themselves 
outside the group, they are already engaged in the process of forming an 
opinion -- without the group participating. The more one knows about how 
things work and what is happening, the more politically effective one can 
be. 

7) Equal access to resources needed by the group. This is not always 
perfectly possible, but should be striven for. A member who maintains a 
monopoly over a needed resource (like a printing press owned by a 
husband, or a darkroom) can unduly influence the use of that resource. 
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Skills and information are also resources. Members' skills can be equitably 
available only when members are willing to teach what they know to others. 

When these principles are applied, they insure that whatever structures 
are developed by different movement groups will be controlled by and 
responsible to the group. The group of people in positions of authority will 
be diffuse, flexible, open, and temporary. They will not be in such an easy 
position to institutionalize their power because ultimate decisions will be 
made by the group at large, The group will have the power to determine 
who shall exercise authority within it.
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Interview with Bobby Lee by James Tracy

The (original) rainbow coalition

Photo Credit: S. Shames

Bobby Lee moved to Chicago in the late 1960s as a VISTA volunteer, and joined the Black Panther 
Party. He was instrumental in bringing together the first Rainbow Coalitionâ€”a teaming of the Puerto 
Rican Young Lords and the white Young Patriots Organization. This is a short excerpt of a longer 
interview with Lee, for an upcoming book on white working class New Left groups. 

In Chicago, you formed the first Rainbow Coalition with the Young Lords and the Young Patriots 
Organization. Was this controversial in the Black Panther Party? I donâ€™t think it could have been 
easy for Black Radicals to accept working with whites who wore the Confederate Flag on their 
uniforms. 

First of all, the Patriotsâ€™ leader William â€œPreachermanâ€  Fesperman was one of the best
human beings I have ever met. He was originally from North Carolina before he moved to Chicago. 
However, many of the Panthers left the group when we built alliances. Some didnâ€™t like the Patriots, 
some just didnâ€™t like white people in general. They were heavy into nationalism. To tell the truth, it 
was a necessary purging, except for these niggers took themselves out of the organization. The Rainbow 
Coalition was just a code word for class struggle. Preacherman would have stopped a bullet for me, 
and nearly tried. Once, I was in a meeting up in Uptown, and I decided to leave by myself. I 
immediately determined that the police were following me. I made the mistake of leaving alone. The cop 
called out â€œYou know what to do,â€  and I put my hands up against the wall. Preacherman came 
outside and saw what was going on, and in the cold of winter brought the men, women and the children 



outside. The cops put me in the car and they totally surrounded it, demanding my release. The cop 
called someone and they must have told him to let me go. Iâ€™ll never forget looking at all those brave 
motherfuckers standing in the light of the police car, but staring in the face of death. Looking back, was 
there enough basis for unity? Hell, yeah! When I went to Uptown Chicago, I saw some of the worst 
slums imaginable. Horrible slums, and poor white people lived there. However, two organizations 
prepared the way for the Rainbow Coalition, without them there wouldnâ€™t have been a chance of 
forming one. Rising Up Angry (rua) and join Community Union. The uptown neighborhood was prime 
recruiting zone for white supremacists. Most of the cats who were in the Patriots also had at least one 
family member in the Klan. Cats like Mike James and Jewnbug, and Tappis worked hard to fight that 
mentality. Mike James and rua drove a wedge in that bullshit, that white supremacist bullshit, their 
groundwork was just amazing, out of this world. When did you first meet the Young Patriots? It was at 
the Church of the Three Crosses. There was a meeting, and it was the one recorded in the movie 
American Revolution II. After the crowd left, the Patriots were still there. We asked the Minister if he 
could let us have his office. We asked the Patriots if they could work with the Panthers and they said 
yes. I didnâ€™t even tell Fred for the first three weeks of meeting with these cats. It wasnâ€™t easy to 
build an alliance. I advised them on how to set up â€œserve the peopleâ€  programsâ€”free 
breakfasts, peopleâ€™s health clinics, all that. I had to run with those cats, break bread with them, 
hang out at the pool hall. I had to lay down on their couch, in their neighborhood. Then I had to invite 
them into mine. That was how the Rainbow Coalition was built, real slow. Then I contacted Cha Cha 
Jimenez from the Young Lords. 

A lot of accounts have Fred Hampton inventing the Rainbow Coalition, but it seems you did a lot of 
the organizing. 

Fred Hampton got the idea of the Rainbow Coalition right away. He had been involved with the naacp
as a youth, so he already had worked with white people, knew they werenâ€™t all bad. It seems to me 
that a lot of the real intense government repression didnâ€™t happen until the Black Panthers started 
building coalitions. Once the party departed from the â€œhate whiteyâ€  trip and got serious about 
building real politics, we were a threatâ€”plain and simple. The FBI were always watching us. But the 
Rainbow Coalition was their worst nightmare. It was Daleyâ€™s worst nightmare too. 

How did the movie American Revolution II help build the reputation of the Rainbow Coalition?

Even though he was following me around with a camera, I wasnâ€™t friendly with Mike Grey until 
after the movie came out. I really feel that in ARII each and every human being was a starâ€” that 
showed what was so special about Chicago. Mayor Daley tried to shut down that movie. He used his 
influence with the Screen Projectionists Union to make sure that no theater would screen it. It took 
Hugh Hefnerâ€™s money to finally show it. Then Roger Ebert gave it four stars. One of the 
Patriotâ€™s allies, John Howard, took the movie down to Virginia, where his family was from. The 
racists there killed him for that. Iâ€™m told it changed your life as wellâ€”how so? After AR II came 
out, one of the filmmakers, Chuck Olin, was contacted by Saul Alinsky. He told me that Alinsky wanted 
to meet with me, and would I like to meet with him. I said hell yeah! He had an organizing school and 
wanted me to be a part of it. Thatâ€™s like meeting Moses! Moses was one bad motherfucker. The 
book of Exodusâ€”all it is about is organizing, gaining power. He was raised in the Pharaohâ€™s 
house, knew the Pharaohâ€™s ways and knew how to take down the Pharaoh. Alinsky thought that the 
Rainbow Coalition was something close to what he had always wanted to see in Chicago, but could 
never pull off. Alinsky told me to meet him at his office at 8 am. I got there at quarter to eight. I took 
Dianne Pratt with me. One hour passed, then it was ten. I knew he was testing me. I learned how to stop 
assuming importance early on in life, when I was a track racer. Once my name was announced, Robert 



E. Lee, everyone would boo me. That just made me run my ass off. Finally, at 11:30 he called me in. I 
noticed that Alinsky had an 8x10 picture of Malcolm X. He looked like a Harvard Professor. He looked 
dead at me and said â€œWhen do you want to start?â€  I told him tomorrow. He had selected six of us 
to come to the Industrial Areas Foundation. We heard so many speakersâ€”Stoughton Lynd, many 
journalists. I still think there are three people who have influenced me the most: my father who ran 
numbers from his nightclub, Saul Alinsky and Mao. 

Are you resentful about Jessie Jacksonâ€™s use of the term â€œRainbow Coalitionâ€  for his own 
work? 

Actually, Jessie Jackson pulled our little idea out of the trash bin, dusted it off and gave it a new set of 
legs. It wasnâ€™t the same, but it was something. I do resent the idea that he could never admit where 
it all started, could never give credit.

FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Black Revolutionaries on Chicagoâ€™s West Side: A History of the Illinois Black Panther Party by Jon 
F. Rice, Northern Illinois University, Department of History PhD Dissertation, Dekalb, Illinois 1998 

Getting Ready for the Firing Line: Organizing in Uptown in the â€™60s. Remembering join 
Community Union. by Michael James, originally published in Heartland Journal No. 51, Summer 2005, 
reposted September 1, 2006 at: http://antiauthoritarian.net/NLN/?p=11 

Black Power: Radical Politics and African American Identity (Reconfiguring American Political 
History) by Jeffrey O. G. Ogba

James Tracy is the co-founder of the San Francisco Community Land Trust
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Common Property 
Michael Hardt 
 
 
Opening that presents general framework from Empire 
 
Empire is an unlimited form of rule, network of supranational, national and local institutions (no outside, 
no center). 
Multitude is the productive subject within and against Empire, subject of a potential global democracy 
(no outside, no center). 
Our feeling is that whereas the concept of Empire was articulated relatively well in the book, the concept 
of multitude was left at a poetic level. Negri and I are working to articulate better the multitude in 
empirical and conceptual terms. We have to ask who or what is the multitude? and then how can the 
multitude work politically toward the formation of a global democracy? and furthermore, what would 
constitute a global democracy? 
One of the most powerful obstacles to a global democracy is the system of private property, insofar as 
private property maintains social hierarchies and prevents the equal and collective formation of the 
multitude. No democracy can be absolute under the rule of private property. One element of the politics 
of the multitude, then, is the abolition of private property. It might strike you today as naïve or quaint or 
anachronistic to argue for the abolition of private property but at least with respect to certain kinds of 
property, as we will see shortly, the legitimacy of private ownership is today more widely and strongly 
contested than ever. I explore in this essay not so much the political practice but the strategy of 
argument that best challenges the legitimacy of private property. In the process I hope to demonstrate 
how the multitude can work within the Empire of global capital exploiting capital�s own logic to overthrow 
it and construct an alternative society. 
I will focus on some immaterial forms of property, such as intellectual property and bioproperty, that cast 
a new light on private property as a whole, but before doing so I need to consider the forms of labor that 
are linked to these forms of property. This is necessary because still today is effective the old capitalist 
dictum that, as Adam Smith says, labor is the source of all wealth and, as John Locke says, property is 
labor�s just desert. Since the legitimation of capitalist property rights are still based on the labor of the 
producer, labor provides the most powerful avenue for challenging the capitalist structure of property 
relations. This labor logic, we will find, is even more clear and powerful in the new realms of immaterial 
property.  
One of our slogans in Empire claimed that there is no more outside and, consequently, there is no more 
nature. For this discussion we could reformulate the same claim and say that life and nature are 
produced and producible. This producibility of life will be key to my argument here and I will investigate it 
first briefly in the work of Judith Butler and then in more detail in the logic of patent law. The producibility 
of life, we will see, brings with it new possibilities for liberation but also new forms of domination and 
control. 
 
 
1. Immaterial Labor and Biopolitical Production 
 
Along with several other authors, Toni Negri and I have used the term immaterial labor to summarize 
many of the changes taking place in the field of labor. By immaterial labor we understand labor that 
produces an immaterial good, such as a service, a cultural product, or a relationship. Our claim is that 
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such immaterial labor has recently gained the central position in the capitalist economy, dominant with 
respect to industrial labor, agricultural labor, and the other forms. It is dominant not in quantitative terms 
but rather in qualitative terms, with respect to value � and this dominance colors all economic activity in a 
new light.  
Immaterial labor itself might be thought of as consisting of two ideal types. The first ideal type refers to 
labor that is primarily linguistic or intellectual, such as problem solving or symbolic and analytical tasks. 
The various kinds of labor related to computers and their languages could be thought of as paradigmatic 
of this type. This kind of immaterial labor produces ideas, mental processes, images, and other such 
products. We call the other ideal type of immaterial labor affective labor, that is, labor that produces or 
manipulates affects such as a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement, or passion. One can 
recognize such affective labor, for example, in the work of flight attendants, fast food workers (service 
with a smile), or health care professionals.  
Most actual jobs involving immaterial labor are combinations of these two ideal types. The creation of 
communication, for instance, is certainly a linguistic and intellectual operation but also inevitably has an 
affective component. Various forms of social interaction and social relationships clearly involve both of 
these aspects of immaterial labor. Immaterial labor is also almost always mixed with material forms of 
labor: the flight attendant, the health care worker, and the typist at the word processor are all performing 
immaterial tasks together with material ones. Finally, immaterial labor is being mixed with and 
transforming traditional material laboring forms. Industrial production, for example, is being increasingly 
informationalized, that is, permeated by networks of communication and information, both in the 
production process itself and in its relations to the market. Even agriculture, a we will see later, is being 
informationalized through practices such as the genetic manipulation of seeds and plant varieties. This 
is the role of the dominant sector in each phase of economic history: to transform all of the other sectors 
in line with its own central characteristics. The argument, let me repeat, is not that immaterial labor did 
not exist before but rather that it has recently been accorded the dominant position in the economy and 
that such dominance has a series of important effects. 
Before moving on to consider how this new position of immaterial labor relates to forms of property, I 
want to focus briefly on four important characteristics of this conception of immaterial labor. First of all, 
at the most basic level, this conception makes clear that labor is involved in the production of ideas, 
knowledges, information, affects, and the like. This may seem like a simple and obvious point but it is 
not uncommon for analysts of the new economic phenomena to claim that knowledge or information has 
today replaced labor as the foundation of wealth, without recognizing that knowledge and information 
themselves are produced by specific kinds of labor. This distinction is important from the standpoint of 
capital because, as I will claim later, the capitalist right of property is necessarily based on a foundation 
of labor. If knowledge, information, and other immaterial goods were not products of labor, then no one 
could claim private ownership of them. 
Secondly, the notion of immaterial labor breaks away from the old conceptual distinction between 
manual labor and intellectual labor, and at a more general philosophical level the distinction between 
mind and body. Whereas the first ideal type of immaterial labor, the one associated with linguistic 
competencies, information, and communication, might appear as a kind of incorporeal and intellectual 
labor, the second ideal type, affective labor, is clearly both corporeal and intellectual. Are affects proper 
to the mind or the body? This is a question for Spinoza and early modern European philosophy. Affects 
are equally corporeal and intellectual, and in fact they demonstrate the inadequacies of the division 
between mind and body. Here one can begin to see too some of the gendered aspects of immaterial 
labor and affective labor in particular. We developed our conception of affective labor from a series of 
studies by socialist feminists, mostly written in the 1980s, that tried to understand what has traditionally 
been designated as women�s work with concepts like labor in the bodily mode, caring labor, kin work, 
and maternal work. One aspect common to these various studies was the effort to undo the 
conventional mind / body division � and particularly its correlate in the field of labor, intellectual versus 
manual � because it was an obstacle to accounting for what ❬women�s work� actually consists of. The 
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concept of affective labor and immaterial labor as a whole thus is intended as an extension of this 
project to think labor outside the mind / body division. 
A third important characteristic of the concept of immaterial labor has to do with another blurred 
distinction. In addition to challenging the mind body division, these and other socialist feminist studies of 
women�s work also intended to challenge the economic division between production and reproduction. 
This project too is intrinsic to the concept of immaterial labor. In the context of communication and even 
more so in the context of the production of affects, the distinction between production and reproduction 
breaks down completely, because what is involved here is the production of social relationships and at 
the most general level the production of social life itself. These products are not objects that are created 
once and for all, but rather they are produced and reproduced in a constant stream of activity. The 
production and reproduction of social life � biopolitical production, the continuous production of the life of 
the polis � is from this perspective the most general activity and the highest scope of labor. 
The fourth and final important characteristic of our conception of immaterial labor is that it names not 
only the new laboring practices that have recently been created (dealing with computer and information 
technologies, for instance) but also previously existing practices that have only recently been conceived 
as labor. This is a rather controversial aspect of our concept and it was equally controversial for the 
socialist feminist concepts of labor, such as caring labor and maternal work, that I mentioned earlier. 
Some scholars resist calling these activities labor because that denigrates the activity. ❬Why should we 
call labor,� some object, for example, ❬the nurturing and care that I give to others? It�s done out of love 
and thus it�s not work.� Or, in a rather different context, one might object similarly to calling labor the 
production of traditional resources in indigenous communities � the knowledge, to use an example I will 
say more about shortly, of how to use certain seeds as a pesticide to protect crops; or even think of as a 
kind of labor the traditional practice of storytelling, which of course creates social relationships in the 
community. Aren�t we distorting traditional communal activities by forcing them into the category of 
labor? My response to such objections is that indeed none of these activities are intrinsically labor � and 
in fact no activity is. The definition of labor is the object of struggles and what counts as labor today is 
the result of previous struggles. Capital seeks to define labor as any activity that directly produces 
economic value. Labor, from this perspective, must be read backwards in the production process: labor 
is what produces capital and all those activities that do not produce capital are not labor. It is important 
from the standpoint of capital, as I said before, that certain activities are coded as labor because labor is 
necessary to ground the right of property � but I still want to delay this discussion a few more minutes. 
Here, I should note, we encounter another meaning of the term biopolitical production: all life activity is 
potentially today coded as labor and thus all of life is potentially under the control of capital. In fact, the 
progression toward all life activity becoming labor is advancing hand in hand with that toward all 
elements of life becoming private property. This might be called too the real subsumption of life under 
capital. 
 
 
2. From the Critique of the Body to the Flesh 
 
I want to investigate some of the challenges or problematic that a theory of immaterial labor and 
biopolitical production must confront by situating it in the context of the theories of the body explored by 
Anglophone feminist theorists during the 1990s. I will pursue just two of the themes in the wide range of 
work that comes under this heading: the critique of the mind / body distinction and the critique of the 
sex / gender distinction.  
The feminist philosophical challenge of the mind / body distinction can be summarized I think in three 
coordinated critiques. The first is a critique of the simple dualism of the relationship between mind and 
body, that is, the fact of conceiving the phenomena of the world or of subjectivity as divided between the 
two categories. The stakes in this first critique become more clear with a second critique: the problem is 
not merely the division into two separate categories or attributes or qualities, but rather the unequal 
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relationship between them. In fact, dichotomous or dualistic thinking, the argument goes, leads, perhaps 
inevitably, to hierarchies, ranking the two polarized terms so that one becomes privileged and the other 
its suppressed, subordinated, negative counterpart. Here is the clearest reason why the question of the 
body should be the proper domain of feminist theory, because the mind / body dualism has traditionally 
been mapped onto the male / female dualism, in both the history of European philosophy and more 
common discourses. In other words, to the extent that male is associated with mind and female with 
body, the hierarchy of mind over body is a representation of or field for the power of male over female. 
The critique of the mind�s domination of the body is thus conceived as parallel to the critique of 
patriarchal domination. Finally, a third critique, which was perhaps already implied in the question of 
dualism, challenges the separateness and isolation of mind and body from one another. The point here 
is not so much about the conceptual distinction between mind and body, which still functions, but about 
their interactive nature. Rather than conceiving them as autonomous entities, we have to recognize that 
there are continual exchanges between mind and body, transforming one another and even passing into 
one another. 
A second stream of Anglophone feminist theories of the body of the 1990s, most closely associated with 
the work of Judith Butler, addresses the sex / gender distinction. The distinction had been important to 
US feminist theory at least since the 1970s when it was formulated in explicit terms to combat the 
longstanding influential theories about how women�s social roles were determined by their biological 
functions. The distinction thus separates from this relatively fixed conception of sex and femaleness a 
realm of gender that is determined culturally and socially, and can thus be directly addressed in political 
terms. The distinction between sex and gender thus does echo, in this respect, that between the body 
and the mind and similarly that between nature and socialization. In the 1990s, Judith Butler critiques 
the traditional sex / gender distinction by arguing that the difference between the two is not that one is 
natural and necessary whereas the other is cultural and contingent. She claims, in fact, that the 
traditional insistence on the social construction of gender serves to reinforce the notion that sex is 
unconstructed or natural. Butler goes on to insist that the naturalness of sexual difference supports and 
masks a normative heterosexuality: the natural division of the human into two sexes itself necessarily 
implies, especially in the psychoanalytic framework, a sexual complementarity and normal coupling. In 
this sense she follows Foucault�s claim that sex is a regulatory ideal. Butler�s strategy for contesting this 
heteronormativity is to demonstrate how sex too is produced and reproduced through our daily practices 
and performances. We are, of course, not free to perform completely as we choose with respect to such 
norms; we are constrained socially in many ways to repeat such performances and thereby reproduce 
the norms. The fact of this process of production, however, does potentially open a space for intervening 
in the process and disrupting or subverting the established norms. 
When we take a step back from the specific claims of the arguments we can see that these 1990s 
feminist critiques of the body arrive at an understanding of the contemporary condition similar in 
important respects to our notion of immaterial labor and biopolitical production. My claim is not that one 
is somehow subordinate to the other but rather that they have taken parallel paths to grapple with a 
common social condition. In the first place, immaterial labor, and especially its affective component, 
challenges the traditional divisions between mind and body, posing instead a continuous interchange 
between the intellectual and the corporeal. This is where one should develop a theory of the productive 
flesh, since flesh is the name for that matter that is at once and indistinctly both intellectual and 
corporeal, subjective and objective. This is a flesh that produces and creates. In the second place, in the 
realm of biopolitical production, our practices, our performances, and our labor are constantly 
constituting all aspect of social life: norms, relationships, institutions, and so forth. Not only sex but all of 
life is produced and producible � and this is where one should develop a notion of monstrosity because 
the infinite producibility, transformability, mutability of life is the stuff of monsters, beautiful monsters and 
horrible monsters too. It is true that by recognizing the constructed and performative nature of sex and 
of life in general we can begin to attack the pillars of heteronormativity and other regulative social 
regimes, but we also thereby open a new, fluid world equally full of promise and danger. The fact that all 
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is producible and produced, in other words, does indeed present great new potential for liberation but it 
also makes possible new forms of domination and control. The scene of biopolitical production is a 
stage on which the struggle for liberation has to be played out.  
 
 
3. Immaterial Property 
 
A. Reproducibility and the Protection of Private Property 
 
This new realm of production and this new producibility of life is reflected in the new forms of property 
that are emerging today. Corresponding to the newly central role of immaterial labor is a similarly central 
role of immaterial forms of property. This correspondence is no coincidence, I will argue, because the 
capitalist legitimation of private property has always been grounded on labor such that a shift in the 
forms of labor makes possible and necessary new forms of property. In particular, biopolitical production 
makes it possible that life itself can become private property. 
Let us back up a moment and consider immaterial property in general. Immaterial property poses 
special problems for capitalist social order. Protecting private property has always been a problem. 
Capitalist social order in general, in fact, can be usefully defined by the series of regulations developed 
to respond to the various threats against private property. Ever since there was property there was theft, 
counterfeiting, corruption, sabotage, and other such violations. It is obvious that all mobile forms of 
material property are constantly in danger of being stolen. Immobile forms of material property too run 
the risk of being damaged through sabotage or simple destructiveness. Even land, that most secure 
form of property, suffers from insecurity. (In Balzac�s great novel Les paysans, for example, we see all 
the devious strategies by which the peasants undercut the ownership of the new bourgeois proprietors. 
The peasants may not be able actually to steal the land, but they can steal all that belongs to it, the 
timber, the animals, and so forth. Glanage (gleaning) is what they call it � little by little, through a slow 
process of attrition, undermining the value of the land until the owner is forced to leave and sell it at a 
loss.) All private property is insecure, in other words, but in the age of immaterial production private 
property becomes even more volatile and uncontrollable. The ephemeral nature of immaterial property 
makes it ever more susceptible to unregulated reproduction and corruption, and it renders less effective 
many of the traditional mechanisms to protect private property. As property becomes ethereal, it tends 
to slip through the grip of all the existing mechanisms of protection. 
Computer viruses, worms, and the like are simple and obvious examples of how immaterial forms of 
property, such as computer programs and data banks, can be destroyed relatively easily. Computer 
viruses function as a form of sabotage since, like the wooden clog thrown in to break the mechanical 
gears of the machine, they too use the machine�s own functioning for its destruction. They also present 
significantly greater difficulties for security than other forms of sabotage because they do not require 
physical proximity. Computer sabotage only requires virtual access. 
The susceptibility of immaterial property to corruption or simple destruction, however, is not the only 
story here. More interesting, in fact, are the ways in which the private character of immaterial property is 
increasingly difficult to maintain. Many forms of illicit reproduction of immaterial products are quite 
obvious and simple � reproducing written texts, for example, or audio and video property. They are 
obvious because the social and economic power of many immaterial forms of property depend precisely 
on their being reproducible easily at low cost, through techniques from the printing press to digital 
recording. The reproducibility that makes them valuable is exactly what threatens their private character. 
(To put this contradiction another way, private property is based on a logic of scarcity, but the infinite 
reproducibility central to these immaterial forms of property directly undermines any construction of 
scarcity. ) Computer hacking is emblematic of the kind of theft or piracy that becomes virtually 
uncontrollable in the realm of immaterial property. Hackers both gain access to information property and 
disable the protections against reproduction of software programs and data banks. Like creating viruses, 
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hacking too is extremely difficult to prevent because connectivity itself, an important component of the 
use of informational and computing property, is the primary source of danger. This, once again, is the 
contradiction: development of the central utility of the property undermines its private character. 
The napster experiment was an interesting example because it posed the issue of reproduction in such 
a social form. The napster web site provided the platform for numerous users to share and copy freely 
recorded music in the form of mp3 files. In the exchanges among users the recorded music no longer 
functioned as private property. It was an extension well beyond the traditional conceptions of piracy in 
the sense that it is not merely the transfer of property from one owner to another but a violation of the 
private character of the property itself � perhaps a kind of social piracy. The napster site was eventually 
closed down on the grounds that it facilitated the infringement of copyright, but there are many other 
examples on the web of texts, information, images, and other immaterial forms of private property that 
are illegally made freely accessible and reproducible. Such examples point toward at least the possibility 
of a general trend in the immaterial realm from the private to the common. 
 
B. Four Challenges to the Legitimation of Private Property 
 
All of this could be seen as merely a police question: immaterial property presents new dangers to 
security and requires the invention of new schemes and techniques of protection and control. The 
difficulties of the protection of private property, however, point towards the more important and more 
interesting issue of the legitimacy of private property. My question, in other words, is not really can the 
security of the private immaterial property be defended against illegal threats � and indeed I assume that 
despite significant difficulties it can � but rather can the legitimacy of the private ownership of immaterial 
products be maintained? Force is secondary in the establishment and maintenance of capitalist relations 
of property; the logic of legitimation is its primary support. By what logic should we judge the violation of 
private immaterial property? Are those, for example, who reproduce and share such property liberating 
what ought to be common or merely stealing from the rightful owners? Or is the private ownership of 
immaterial property itself a form of theft? To address these questions I will present a series of cases � 
some of them very well known � in which the ownership of immaterial property has come under question. 
I organize the cases into four groups that designate four strategies for challenging the legitimacy of 
immaterial property rights. 
Before turning to the cases I should repeat that in my view the fundamental basis of the legitimacy of 
private property in capitalist society, in the immaterial as well as the material realms, relies on labor. The 
labor logic of legitimation is particularly clear, I think, in the realm of immaterial production and property 
rights. Copyright, patents, and other legal frameworks protecting immaterial property rights are intended 
to correspond to the labor of writers, artists, and scientists whose products could otherwise be easily 
reproduced without compensation. From a broad historical perspective one might say that such legal 
frameworks arose in Europe to fill a void after the decline of the patronage system that had previously 
supported artists and scientists. Their rise also corresponds roughly to the invention of new techniques 
of mass reproduction, from the printing press onwards. Reproducibility is indeed one criterion for 
immaterial property rights � an unrecorded musical or dance performance, for example, would not be 
eligible for copyright. The most important criterion for immaterial property rights, however, is the 
identification of the labor of its creator � the author, the scientist, the composer, and so forth. The claim to 
property is tied inextricably to the labor of the one who produced it. Copyright of a text obviously may 
only be granted to the author of the text or the author�s delegate. Copyright is not granted, however, for 
traditional folk tales, folk songs, or other such elements of our common cultural heritage, unless an 
author or composer adds his or her labor and modifies them substantially. Patents function in much the 
same way. According to U.S. patent law, ❬Whoever invents or discovers any new and useful process, 
machine, manufacture, or composition of matter, or any new and useful improvement thereof, may 
obtain a patent therefor.� The criterion of newness means that the object or process has been 
substantially modified by human inventiveness. One cannot patent a process that is common 
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knowledge, for instance, because no labor went into it. Similarly, laws of nature, physical phenomena, 
and abstract ideas are not patentable because they too are manifestations of nature. Discovery of 
Einstein�s formula E=mc2, for instance, or even discovery of a previously existing but newly found 
mineral, plant, or animal would not be patentable. Only the addition of immaterial labor legitimates the 
patent claim. Nature, conceived here as what is devoid of human labor, is not eligible for patent just as 
artifacts of our common cultural heritages are not eligible for copyright. In fact, common cultural heritage 
functions here as a form of nature. The nature / labor division is the foundation of all immaterial property 
law. 
The first challenge to immaterial private property has to do primarily with a special kind of immaterial 
property that I call bioproperty, that is, forms of life that have become private property. The challenge in 
these cases relies on the labor / nature division; bioproperty lends itself to the moral objection that forms 
of life should not be eligible for private ownership because they belong to nature. Individual living 
beings, of course, have long been eligible for private ownership, but at question here is a more general 
form of bioproperty. Traditionally one can own one or ten or a hundred Holstein cows or Macintosh 
apple trees, but one cannot own Holstein cow or Macintosh apple tree as a form of life. The general 
form has traditionally been conceived to be part of nature and thus not eligible for ownership.  
Perhaps the most celebrated and controversial new example of bioproperty is Oncomouse, the only 
animal type to date that has been patented. Oncomouse was created by Du Pont laboratories together 
with Harvard University by transplanting a human cancer-producing gene into a mouse. The mouse is 
predisposed to developing cancerous tumors and thus useful for oncological research. Du Pont sells 
individual mice as research tools, but the novel aspect here is that Du Pont does not merely own 
individual mice but the type of mouse as a whole. The legal path was opened in the United States for 
the private ownership of types of living organisms by the 1980 Supreme Court decision, Diamond v. 
Chakrabarty, which allowed a patent to be issued not only on the process for making a novel organism 
but on the organism itself. In 1972, Chakrabarty, a microbiologist, had filed a patent in the name of 
General Electric Company for bacteria he had developed that broke down crude oil and thus were useful 
in treating oil spills. The Patent and Trademark Office granted his patents both for the process of 
producing the bacteria and for the method of carrying the bacteria in straw floating on the water, but it 
refused his patent on the bacteria themselves. The Office reasoned that micro-organisms are products 
of nature and thus not patentable. The Supreme Court, however, ruled that Chakrabarty�s bacteria do 
not fall under that category because ❬his claim is not to a hitherto unknown natural phenomenon but to a 
nonnaturally occurring manufacture or composition of nature � a product of human ingenuity . . .� The 
Supreme Court reasons in this case that the bacteria do not belong to nature because they are the 
result of human labor and the exact same logic later establishes the basis for the patent of Oncomouse. 
In both cases, we can see that the producibility of life opens the door to the private ownership of 
bioproperty and undercuts all objections on the basis of common nature. Challenges to the private 
ownership of bioproperty with arguments that forms of life are part of nature are useless in the capitalist 
legal framework when one can demonstrate that the forms of life themselves were in fact produced by 
human labor. 
A second group of examples demonstrates how immaterial property rights are challenged on the basis 
of first occupancy rights. Whereas in the first set of examples it was a question of eligibility for patent, in 
these examples the issue is primarily who has the right to claim the patent. Consider, first, the case of a 
T-cell line developed from the blood of a woman who is a member of the Guaymi Indians in Panama. 
Researchers from the US National Institutes of Health and the Center for Disease Control recognized 
that the Guaymi people carry a unique virus and that its antibodies could be useful in Leukemia 
research. In 1990 the researchers experimented with the blood of this particular woman, isolated in it the 
relevant T-cell line, and that same year applied for a patent in the name of NIH on the T-cell line with no 
compensation for the woman or her tribe. In 1993 the Guaymi General Congress learned of the patent, 
protested, and the patent was withdrawn.  
There was a very similar case in the United States over a decade earlier. In 1976 a patient at the 
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University of California medical center began treatment for hairy-cell leukemia. The doctors recognized 
that his blood might have special properties for the treatment of leukemia and, without telling him why, 
took samples of various bodily fluids and eventually even removed his spleen (for which apparently 
there was arguably medical rationale). In 1981, the doctors were granted a patent in the name of the 
University of California on a cell line developed from the patient�s blood and the potential value of the 
products derived for it was estimated at three billion dollars. The patient sued the University and the 
California Supreme Court ruled in his favor that the doctors had betrayed trust not informing him what 
they were doing, but it ruled against his claim to ownership of the T-cells and the genetic information. 
The court reasoned that the University of California was rightful owner of the cell line because a 
naturally occurring organism is not patentable whereas the information derived from it is the result of 
human ingenuity.  
In both of these cases, the primary argument against awarding the ownership of the immaterial property 
rights to the scientists or their institutions is that the donor has the right to control and in some sense 
owns his or her own genetic material. I consider this a first occupancy argument, parallel to older claims 
to land rights based on first occupancy. This type of claim, however, can be trumped within the capitalist 
legal framework by the labor logic of property. The donor does not work in any way we conventionally 
recognize to produce his or her genetic material. The scientists rather are the ones who work to produce 
the genetic information and thus its rightful owners. In the face of claims of labor right, these first 
occupancy arguments are useless in the capitalist legal system. 
Our third group of examples challenge private immaterial property on the basis of social utility. One 
example of this logic has become clear in what are called the ❬seed wars,� in which the private ownership 
of seeds and plant varieties have been contested along the global North-South divide. The global North 
is genetically poor in terms of varieties of plants and yet the vast majority of patented plant varieties are 
owned in the North; the global South, in contrast, is genetically rich in terms of plant varieties but poor in 
patents. Moreover, many of the patents owned in the North are based on information derived from the 
genetic raw material found in plants in the South. The wealth of the North generates profits as private 
property, whereas the wealth of the South generates none since it is considered the common heritage of 
mankind. 
The legal basis for the private ownership of plant varieties is fundamentally the same one operative in 
the case of other living organisms, such as the oil spill bacteria and Oncomouse. In U.S. law this was 
established by the Plant Patent Act of 1930, which addresses asexually reproducing plants such as 
hybrid roses, and the Plant Variety Protection Act of 1970, which treats sexually reproducing plant 
varieties and thus seeds. The logic here, as in all patent questions, refers to labor. The plants, plant 
varieties, and germplasm (that is, the genetic information encoded in the seed) are eligible for private 
ownership if they are products of human labor and thus not part of nature. 
One possible strategy for addressing the apparent injustice of the North � South conflict over seeds and 
ownership is to insist on the first occupancy right to ownership that I cited in the previous set of 
examples. Some argue that the nations or communities or peoples of the global South should have the 
right to own all the genetic material and plant varieties that are contained within or native to their 
territory, which are now considered instead the common heritage of mankind, just as the corporations in 
the global North own the plant varieties they have produced. Nature can be owned, such arguments 
suggest, simply because humans occupy it. In any case, such arguments are weak for the fact I cited 
earlier that within the capitalist legal framework labor rights to ownership easily trump those based on 
first occupancy. Equating products of nature to products of human labor runs counter to the foundation 
of the existing legal framework and thus has little possibility of practical effects. 
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) did not in fact use any such first 
occupancy argument when it addressed this conflict over germplasm and plant genetic resources in its 
1983 ❬International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources.� The FAO did not argue that countries or 
communities or peoples in the South have the right to own their plant genetic resources but rather 
claimed that all plant genetic information, whether the result of human labor or not, is the common 
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heritage of mankind and thus not patentable. The U.S. seed companies, of course, represented by the 
American Seed Trade Association, responded loudly that one must distinguish between ❬raw� 
germplasm, which may be useful but can have no economic value, and created germplasm, which has 
both utility and economic value. Once again, labor is the foundation of the legitimation argument. The 
FAO�s reasoning, however, disregards labor and focuses instead on social utility. It argues that the 
present system of germplasm and seed ownership not only deprives those who are poor of seed they 
can use, it also has tended to encourage the loss of plant biodiversity. It would be advantageous to 
society as a whole if we all had free access to all seeds and germplasm. 
This is fundamentally the same argument advanced by computer hackers and the open source 
movement. One element of the implicit ethic that guides computer hackers is the demand that all 
information be free and that access to computers be unlimited and total. The hackers reason that 
access to information and equipment is necessary for them to improve the cyberworld and the world in 
general. Similarly, the open source movement argues that the source code of all software should be 
open to all so that it can be used more effectively and continuously improved. If more people can see 
how a program is written, they claim, there are more opportunities to fix errors and extend its 
usefulness.  
Such arguments of social utility are very persuasive and carry great political value, but they too have 
little power within the capitalist legal framework. U.S. patent law does in fact state that ❬the promotion 
and progress of science and the useful arts is the main object of the patent system, and reward of 
inventors is secondary and merely a means to that end,� but that does not mean that patents will be 
decided on that basis. Neither patents nor copyrights are awarded or denied on the basis of arguments 
of promoting the progress of science or social utility. Useful labor is in all cases the determining factor. 
That brings me to the fourth and final set of example, which challenge existing immaterial property rights 
on the basis of labor itself. Consider, first, the often cited case of the neem tree in India. For centuries 
farmers in India have ground the seeds of the neem tree and scattered them on their fields in order to 
protect the crops from insects. Neem is a natural, non-toxic pesticide that is not harmful to plants. In 
1985, the W.R. Grace and Company, a multi-national chemical corporation, applied for and was granted 
a patent for a neem-based pesticide that it marketed as organic, non-toxic, and so forth. That patent was 
challenged in U.S. courts, but unsuccessfully. In fact, between 1985 and 1998, forty patents were 
awarded to products based on the neem tree, some of them to Indian organizations and some not.  
A case involving turmeric is very similar. In 1995 the University of Mississippi Medical Center was 
granted a patent on the ❬Use of Turmeric in Wound Healing.� In India, turmeric powder is a traditional 
remedy for healing scrapes and cuts, used for generations. In 1996 the Council of Scientific and 
Industrial Research of India challenged the patent and it was revoked. The patent was not revoked, 
however, for the simple reason of its common usage. ❬Plant examiners in the United States are not 
required to accept the evidence of traditional knowledge held outside of the United States as prior art (i.
e., already known) unless it has been reported (and thereby validated) by scientists and published in 
learned journals.� The turmeric patent was revoked, then, because its traditional use had been 
documented in publications. One interesting aspect of the case, of course, is that it reveals different 
standards for traditional knowledges inside and outside the United States. 
Both the neem and turmeric cases demonstrate a contradiction in the labor logic grounding the system 
of immaterial property. One might say that the system only recognizes as labor formal scientific activity 
and thus only its products are eligible for property; traditional forms of the production of knowledge are 
not recognized as labor and thus their products are regarded as the common heritage of humanity. This 
is the kind of challenge that I think poses serious problems for patent law. The logic that legitimates it 
must consider all labor equally. ❬Whoever invents or discovers,� the law states, must be granted 
ownership. The formal equality of this ❬whoever� cannot be abandoned without abandoning too the 
legitimacy of private property, leaving it simply as a legal sanctioned form of theft. Whose labor, then, 
created the knowledge of the useful qualities of neem and turmeric? The labor of the scientists played a 
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part but so did the labor of numerous others. The knowledges that neem seeds can function as a safe 
pesticide and that turmeric as a healing agent were produced by hosts of agents that form a chain 
stretching over a long historical period. To credit as inventor the final individual to enter into this chain 
would be a great distortion of the process that produced the knowledge. Alternatively, apportioning 
accurate relative contributions to all the individuals involved would require an impossible calculation. In 
other words, legitimate property rights must involve an adequate representation of the production 
process but that representation here is thrown into crisis.  
I do not think that this calculation difficulty and representation crisis of the labor logic of property is 
isolated to the knowledge production of traditional communities. I think rather that it is a general 
condition that affects all immaterial labor. First of all, in the realm of science this individual labor logic is 
based on a false representation of scientific practice. Scientific ideas are produced collaboratively, not 
only within each laboratory but in the scientific community at large. Think of attacking a scientific 
problem like adding weights that accumulated in a pile on one side of a scale. The work of each scientist 
adds a small weight and at some point the balance will tip. Crediting the solution to the individual who 
added the final piece is a very inadequate representation of the process as a whole. The only accurate 
representation would be that all the scientists who worked on it produced the solution collectively. 
The same is true for the production of ideas, knowledges, and information in general. No one thinks 
alone; rather we all participate in a general social intellect. Consider, for example, the hypothetical case 
of an idea for an advertisement with a hip-hop musical theme. Imagine that the ad employee got the 
musical idea from a band he or she heard the night before and that band in turn developed its music out 
of a street vernacular. Who produced the idea? The individual attribution of ideas smacks of a false 
notion of genius. Originality is highly overrated. Thought is really produced socially, collectively. Finally, I 
would argue that all forms of immaterial labor are necessarily collective and social. Communication is an 
immediately cooperative, relational mode of activity. The production of affects too works through what is 
common.  
The legitimation of capitalist property is based on a relationship of measure or representation among 
labor, value, and property. In the framework of an individual or even a delimited set of individuals, 
however, labor and value become immeasurable and unrepresentable. The labor and value involved 
always exceeds what the individual or individuals actually did, and thus the ownership of the 
corresponding property is illegitimate. Knowledge, information, communication, and affect are all 
produced socially and collectively in such a way that their value cannot be measured or represented 
with respect to the labor of any individual. The only scale on which the calculus or representation makes 
sense, and thus on which the attributing of property is legitimate, is that of the society as a whole. In 
other words, if the labor is collective and social, then the property must be equally collective and social. 
This seems to me the most powerful challenge to immaterial private property. The other three 
challenges each have some value. Least so the first challenge that forms of life should not be property 
because forms of life are part of nature, that is, outside of human production. Once we recognize the 
producibility of life, the foundation of such arguments crumble. (Here Judith Butler�s argument seems to 
me very useful, demonstrating not only the producibility of nature but also the oppressive consequences 
of claims of the immutability and naturalness of nature.) I find only a little more useful the second 
challenge that immaterial property rights should be awarded according to first occupancy rather than on 
the basis of labor. More successful, I think, are the social utility arguments that immaterial property 
should be public in order best to facilitate social improvement. All three of these types of challenges, 
however, run up against and are thwarted by the capitalist legal structure. Even when these arguments 
are persuasive, the legal system is deaf to them and awards property rights instead on the basis of 
production. 
The fourth type of challenge is qualitatively different because it works through the labor logic of property 
to come out the other side. This challenge accepts that the ownership of immaterial property is attributed 
according to the immaterial labor involved in its production. Immaterial labor, however, is a collective 
and social process, not an individual one. It would be a violation of the capitalist property logic itself 
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therefore to grant ownership to an individual or a group of individuals. The only logical owner of the 
immaterial property is the community or society as a whole out of which it was produced. This is 
perhaps what hackers mean when they say that information wants to be free: when information 
expresses its own social production, it argues against its private ownership but instead calls for open, 
common social access. 
Many readers of Empire were displeased with our claim that there is no more outside because they 
thought that it undermines the possibility of politics; an external standpoint, some think, is necessary for 
resistance. What I am proposing here is a alternative strategy of argument. Specifically I propose to 
challenge immaterial private property on the basis of the forms and nature of immaterial labor. In a more 
general framework, this strategy belongs to an approach of contesting the rule of capital not by resisting 
and defending alternatives outside but rather by developing an alternative within by pushing some of its 
tendencies further until they come out as something qualitatively different � rather like a martial arts 
technique that uses the force of the opponent, moving with it to shift the balance and gain the 
advantage. This is an example of the politics of the multitude, working within the Empire of global 
capital, exploiting its own logic to overthrow it and construct a new alternative society in the shell of the 
old.
 
 
top 
10/2003 - Labor k3000
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Section #3 Another Theory Section

The Spirit of Proximity

Dorit Cypis (in interview with Marc Herbst)

 

Editors’ Note: Dorit Cypis is an artist and trained conflict mediator. In spring of this year, she talked about community and 
individuality in the context of contemporary culture today. 
 

Dorit: What is the lifespan of the spirit of revolution? I always wondered about this question …even as very young child. I remember 
my father, a textile engineer, traveling every year to Central America from Israel, and then from Montreal, and returning home, 
it seemed to me, with stories of either recurring natural disaster or revolution. My juvenile mind couldn’t comprehend, but I did 
wonder: why another revolution in the same place, when there had been one only a few years before? 

Recently, I was speaking with my friend Ken Cloke, an accomplished international mediator.  He had been a consultant to Fidel 
Castro and his government over a period of seventeen years, until 2000 when our government restricted all travel to Cuba 
and strengthened an economic embargo. According to Ken, Cuba’s revolutionary ideals themselves did not become fixed, but 
their manner of implementation, as well as Fidel’s style of leadership, grounded in a history of guerrilla warfare, could not evolve as 
the country evolved. Of course, coercive politics from the outside had a huge effect on the implementation of their ideals. But 
what were the circumstances within Cuba, within Fidel Castro, which also shifted these ideals?

There is a spirited potential at the beginning of any new movement -  be it a cultural revolution, new aesthetic awareness, or 
rebuilding a country after genocide or natural devastation. At the beginning there may be collaboration, support, and an ability 
to imagine change. Over time, this spirit may devolve into something completely unintended. Generosity and reciprocity may 
become fear based, protectionist, and adversarial. Where does the threshold between possibility and fear lie? How are 
these thresholds parallel within individuals? 

In Israel, where my family found “safe haven” in the 1930s, there was belief in an ideal of community through generosity 
and reciprocity. This ideal devolved over several decades into fear and protectionism… it completely flipped.

Marc: Where do you hold out your ideals for now?

I hold out for an understanding of how psychological capacity and political action are parallel, simultaneous movements. 
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Why the focus on the safety of communities in political work?

As we each live in an animal body, safety is a natural need for us and between us. If we were not meant to live in community, 
the universe would have created human beings as one gigantic body, an un-individuated body-blob, but we are many, and at the 
same time each is one. We must constantly balance between the group and the individual. Living with each other is an imperative. 
We live in many worlds and have many different relations with many different communities. Our goal ought to be how to meet 
each other and at the same time not lose our individuality. Seemingly opposite notions of the collective and the individual 
are necessary and simultaneous realities.

So what tools and structures do you find useful when you work with concepts of community?

For any group building cohesiveness, it is essential to look at the group container that is being created. Whether it is a home or 
a community hall or a business center, there is a container of visible and invisible infrastructure that binds each community. 
How physically and psychically safe each member feels in the collective is an essential first question if the group is to function 
well. The container must be a channel or a process for the group to understand how to communicate with each other and 
recognize each other’s difference. Protocols of accountability, inclusion/exclusion, decision-making, collaboration, speaking out, 
funds allocation, implementation, evaluation, conflict engagement … each require participatory thoughtfulness. Who is accountable 
to whom? Is crisis dealt with by punishment, ostracizing some out of the group? The group needs to have a sense of it’s own 
social justice. 
 
In our era, when we operate between communities so much, how does an individual navigate between communities while 
maintaining something?

I can refer to my experience of growing up in multiple cultural contexts. I have had several passports, as have my parents. 
Many languages were spoken in my home and in the social communities around me, so navigation between communities has 
always been a natural imperative to me. At a very young age, I was hyper-conscious of the differences around me and of my 
own limitations in knowing who and where I was. It is a norm that people are socialized into the group that is immediately around 
them, but what if that group is always changing? One either accepts that change as implicit in life or one feels crazy and inadequate. 
I fit the latter. 

It’s common to feel as if you don’t belong. Group identity is often formed in opposition to the social differences of those outside 
the group. Group members protect the sameness within the group, recognizing the comfort in how group members are like 
one another. Human difference, which inevitably continues to exist alongside human sameness, is often repressed or taken 
for granted, creating an artificial homogeneity and eventually an institutionalization of vision and values. Change becomes 
mandated rather than thoughtful and negotiated. It’s difficult to navigate between groups unless one is very sure of himself/herself 
and can accept difference intimately, not only theoretically.

How did you learn to navigate your place?

Self-consciousness has taught me to recognize the suffering of others as well as my own. I became aware of strategies that 
facilitate change. In the late 1960’s I studied sociology to understand human difference. After two years I dropped out of 
college because the manner of studying others at that time seemed pretentious to me. It was as if all sociologists were 
undifferentiated from one another and the individuals in the group being studied were undifferentiated from one another. Two 
groups, one empowered to look and the other disempowered to be seen. This was a limited dualistic understanding of identity as 
fixed and mandated by cultural variables. I wanted to understand not only who I was looking at but also how I was looking. My 
early experiences taught me that there was a relationship between the two, that who I was internally and socially was implicit in how 
I saw you and vice versa. Many years later I understood that identity itself pivots on this relationship.

How did you learn to maintain an insider and outsider position at the same time?

…Through aesthetic skills of discernment. For example, writing about beauty with a pen and writing about beauty with a typewriter 
may be the same words but each is a different beauty. I would apply these skills to noticing patterns in my own emotions and 
behavior, recognizing that a certain action by another would elicit a particular response in me. In the 1970’s I began 
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exploring subjectivity, though back then that word wasn’t used; I was asking, “what is this I, that I use to designate myself, and how 
is this I constructing this relationship between me and the object before me or between me and that other person?” I 
became fascinated with the differences within myself and the differences between others and me, differences of language, 
politics, conflicts… all histories of difference. 

How does this personal discerning relate to a social practice?

I was very aware of what was outside of me. Partially through strategies of critique I was learning in art school, I gained an 
awareness of where my differences were on the inside, where foreignness lay inside me and how my actions mirror those things that 
I find oppositional on the outside of me. I became fascinated with psychology in relationship to social construction. 

I get a good sense of your interior relationship to the world, how do you externalize it? This is a social question as much as a 
curiosity around one person’s practice. I mean it can be such a struggle to be true to oneself and others in public settings.

As an artist, if I were to only externalize my interiority, I would probably be an abstract expressionist. That was never my interest. 
To externalize in a constructive way I had to recognize that interiority is an ongoing aspect of each one’s identity not just my own. I 
had to learn empathy, to see/feel the person before me, to look deeply, to ask where the threshold between you and me is, to 
make space for this other interiority. How much can I know about the other when we are not each other?

It not only seems to be a deep looking, it also seems to be a manifesting through language. I always find language to be such 
a struggle. How does that work for you? 

English being a second language for me always played a large part in how I see. Language never felt safe to me so I grew to 
depend onnavigating more psychically from the interior out to understand how the world becomes represented through me and not 
as separate from me. When the world is unfamiliar, you learn to depend more on your interiority for framing, analogy, and 
connection. For example, take any newspaper image of someone else’s experience. The reader can never know just what that 
image is representing. As context and experience is missing for the reader, the image must be read through the reader’s interiority 
to give it meaning. 

So as an artist you construct how the world is meeting you. How do you know what the world needs back from you?

It depends on the roll I’m playing. If I’m with a child, they certainly don’t need the same thing back from me as an observer of 
my artwork, or from a party of a conflict that I am mediating. I don’t give the same thing to each person.

Listen with discernment, from the present not the past, not from judgment or a fixed idea. Just as the world is not fixed, need is 
not generic. Each event or person is different as is each engagement. We each come through a set of culturally defined 
circumstances of heritage, religion, class, gender, race…all real variables experienced infinitely differently by each person. We are 
like mercury, infinitely multiple, while of course we are each also tied to certain cultural variables. We each are fixed within culture 
and are not fixed at all. Both are true.

What is actually real… or not real?

Everything is both real and unreal at the same time, fixed and totally mutable. “Is it truth or is it fiction?” Both. It’s truth to 
somebody because it’s the only way perceived or experienced by him or her, and it’s fiction to somebody else because they 
don’t perceive or experience it that way. I love aesthetics because it depends on a liminal space between truth and fiction, between 
art and life, a dialectical betweeness that creates an opportunity for dialogue between positions. The operative question is not “what 
is real?” but, “can there be dialogue?”

An image or object can be so iconic and yet so utterly meaningless.

It can be sublime, like this quote by Fidel Castro: 
This is not my farewell to you. My only wish is to fight in the battle of ideas. I shall continue to write under the heading Reflections 
by Comrade Fidel. It will just be another weapon you can count on. Perhaps my voice will be heard. I will be careful. Thanks. 
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In the Spirit of Proximity

             - Fidel Castro Ruiz. 5.30 PM. February 18th, 2008

His words are autocratic, didactic, adversarial, and they are humble, poetic, resigning, gracious. There are two Fidels here. One 
does not cancel out the other. I wonder if Fidel recognizes this?

The ability to sense complexity in any individual creates huge leverage in knowing how to engage. Engagement must be dialectical 
in movement, within each person and between each person. Engagement is not a fixed dance. Moving from this understanding 
of identity and engagement would make social activists more effective, more nuanced than acting from a fixed adversarial position 
of wrong and right.

I often find myself operating with binaries in personal relationships. Is that normal?

We are utterly socialized in this binary way. Our history is based on it, at least the history that we know, that we’ve been told. 
It’s constructive to notice this pattern of behavior in yourself, realizing that you have a choice to not engage in this way. 

I assume that your roll as a mediator is to point out that identity and engagement are not fixed. How do you do this, and how does 
this realization help mediate a conflict?

I’ll use as example a formal mediation I conducted in a contract dispute between an artist and a gallery. The parties in conflict 
with each other had no idea that each was providing for the other what the other most hated, and yet most desired. This is a 
formula for the mirroring of co-dependency. Although this was ultimately a business relationship that required a mutual contract 
of expectations, the gallerist blindly treated the artist like a child needing protection, while having no legal rights. On the other hand, 
the artist, blindly addicted to being treated like the special child, wanted to be taken seriously so resented that he was 
being patronized. Neither party could recognize the conflicting signals they were sending to each other as neither could see that 
the external conflict was mirrored within them. In the mirrored outer conflict, they reflected to each other their private inner struggle.

The artist unconsciously needed something utterly essential from the gallery, acceptance and nurturing, so suppressed his right to 
a legal contract that would put both parties on an equal footing. The unconscious goal of the gallery was to have more 
intimate connection with creativity so infantilized the artist to get closer.  Their behaviors created awkward distance and left them in 
an unequal power relationship. Other contextual differences included nationality, ethnicity, religion…each packed with histories 
and experiences leading to very different perceptions and expectations.

Mediation uses various strategies to ensure an environment where each party is carefully guided into a dialogue of speaking, 
listening, reflecting and option setting. The mediator manages the process of communication such that each party can eventually 
hear not only the position of the other party but also the layers of invisible personal interests, memory, history, family and 
emotional need, which may be fueling this position. One mediation strategy is when one party speaks, the other may not 
interrupt, rather listens for points of provocation and knee-jerk reaction he/she may have. The parties learn where their thresholds 
are for provocation, and where their patterns of resistance may be. Mediation teaches reflection and the ability to hear the other.

Reframing is another mediation strategy - where the mediator repeats what a party says so that the other party may hear it but 
without the intended daggers attached. The mediator will replace the didactic or punitive nouns, verbs and adjectives with more 
open ended ones. For example, one party may say, “I hated what you did…that was a really stupid thing you did.” The mediator 
would re-frame with, “I’m hearing that you have a strong dislike for what happened, and feel that the other party reacted in a way 
that was deeply bothersome to you. Is that right?” Through reframing, the parties hear words of affect rather than words of attack 
that close discussion. The mediator acknowledges the party’s perceptions, empathizing and acknowledging feeling, “I am so sorry 
you are feeling that much anger. This must be so stressful.” Through this process, the “enemy” is humanized through a context of 
how he/she perceives and feels the conflict. The intention is to be able to see the person and “the problem” as separate 
and intertwined. It is often the “problem” that needs transformation so that the relationship between the parties may also transform.

While you talk, I hear this process as a psychic reorganization of space. I see you talk with your hands. You’re pulling an invisible 
box apart and twisting it into something new. There is within your hands a shaping of an imaginal, fictional but real, space.

Yes, it’s like virtual sculpture!
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A fictional space you create through words where the space of conflict can exist differently.

The parties have to hold the possibility of change in their body-mind. Much of mediation is about this possibility. The process is 
quite physical and gestural with language and action manifested through the body. Through role-play parties can psychically 
become the other. Many mediators are terrified of this much uncertainty, preferring to only discuss tangibles that can 
be mathematically divided. 

The final subject I’m interested in is about proximity between peoples and communities. The Fidel quote talks about this as 
a contemporary position- lots of clear, divergent points with no clear center. We are near each other but without explicit relation. If 
one holds on to that as an ideal and not as a problem, how do we best utilize this moment?

The critical question is one of proximity, spatial relationship and intimacy. How do we get close to otherness, foreignness…on 
a psychophysical level, not just by studying social psychology and learning the social codes of the other?

Say you are a Guatemalan woman, working class and you’re 40 years old. I could translate this information through:

A.  The political structure of Guatemala is authoritarian - people are used to growing up with authority over them and behave in a 
more predictable way.

B.  Guatemala is a more homogenous culture where people are more used to recognizing sameness in the group. 
C.  There isn’t fear of proximity between people because sameness allows for trust. 

Suppose that I am a Guatemalan woman, second generation in the USA, working class and I am 40 years old. 

A.  The USA is a less authoritarian structure than Guatemala.  
B.  Individualism is greatly valued and encouraged so I’m allowed to be different. 
C.  I don’t fear authority like someone in Guatemala might so I have more lateral space to be an individual. I’m not afraid to 

push boundaries outside of the group. 

Although we are both Guatemalan, these are clear differences between you and me, but this information still does not 
provide proximity between us. I may be more aware of cultural codes, which have socialized your general behaviors, but the you 
that reside within, I know nothing about. I know nothing about how much you may love your son, that as a child you may have 
wanted to be someone else, that your dream life is full of desire to fly, or that you love listening to flute music more than guitar. 
These are the more liminal variables of your differences. Reading about your social codes is one layer of proximity. Knowing what 
you dream about is a much more intimate proximity. They’re both important. You know a bit about a person if you know that they 
lived in an authoritarian culture. Knowing that they love flute music is a knowing with more proximity, a more intimate level. 

Those of us who grew up with ideas of post modernism, feminism, multi-culturalism, grew up with knowledge of difference, but 
intimacy with difference requires psychophysical proximity. Get close.
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FOR THE DE-INCAPACITATION OF COMMUNITY ART PRACTICE

Marc James Léger

We had escaped the unbearable weight of being artists, and within the specialization of art we could separate ourselves from 
site-specific artists, community artists, public artists, new genre artists, and the other categories with which we had little or 
no sympathy.   
– Critical Art Ensemble (1) 

In 1984 the artist Krzysztof Wodiczko wrote a broadside against the Canadian cultural state bureaucracy titled "For the 
De-Incapacitation of the Avant-Garde." (2)   The article addressed the contradictions of incorporating "left" and "libertarian" ideas into 
a centralized state bureacratic system.  Having come from Poland, where artists at that time feared assimilation into the 
technocratic rationality of the state apparatus, the "parallel" institutions supported by government grants appeared to him to pose 
a similar danger.  In both cases, he considered the function of the state to be the appropriation of those critiques it could use 
to reinforce its legitimizing functions.  Ostensibly, this could be achieved by financing radical-cultural magazines, film and video.

    The problem with avant-garde artists in the West, Wodiczko argued, was that they had begun to accept their own productions 
as ideology and had conflated political ideology with artistic utopia.  In this context, artists who mistrusted their avant-garde 
forbearers were caught in an endless rehearsal of the critique of formalist modernism, forging new idioms that could ostensibly 
escape a linear account of art's immanent unfolding.  With the advent of postmodernism, art's privileged position within the division 
of labor, the sign of non-alienated production became a bulwark against further radicalization of the sphere of cultural 
production.  Rather than radicalize cultural production as a product of capitalist social relations, postmodern pluralism concluded 
that the avant-garde is dead and withdrew to what Hal Foster calls a relativistic "arrière-avant-gardism" that considers itself 
liberated from the teleological framework of History and the determinations of ideology. (3) 

Wodiczko also recognized that artistic and political avant-gardes did not share the same attitudes toward the degradation of art; 
where one called for art's destruction, the other wished to deepen art's critical autonomy. (4)   In the absence of a 
revolutionary situation, the embattled artistic left could not know itself from the liberal state bureaucracy that supported it; it 
appeared serious and militant, but did not dare unmask itself.  The solution to this impasse, he argued, could be found in a 
critical public discourse on the aims of an avant-garde programme that would lead to the de-ideologization of its processes and 
a confrontation with the "enemy," which included the culturally conservative political left.  In this sense, the left could liberate itself 
from itself.  It could do so if it was involved in cultural action that challenged the system of national culture as planned 
bureaucratic administration. (5)  

http://www.joaap.org/6/another/leger.html (1 of 10) [3/22/09 7:00:53 PM]

http://www.joaap.org/6/index.html
http://www.joaap.org/6/issue6.htm
http://www.joaap.org/
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What might Wodiczko's ideas mean for us today in the context of the neoliberal administration of creative labor and the growth of 
what the radical collective BAVO refers to as "embedded" forms of cultural activism? (6)   As Nina Möntmann has also argued, 
recent models of community-based art need to be considered against the background of the dismantling of state-organized 
social infrastructure in the Western world. (7)    

Within some circles of advanced cultural theory and practice, there is often little tolerance for the idea of an avant-garde, and 
cultural authority itself is mistrusted.  In the context of a late capitalist post-politics, the political vanguard is often subsumed under 
the pluralism of liberal multiculturalism. (8)   Because of this, a multitude of decentralized practices appears to be both the promise of 
a post-identity politics as well as the legitimizing grounds of the neoliberal state, which works to produce and manage cultural 
conflict.  At the same time, however, the counter-globalization movement, referred to in Europe as "the movement of 
movements," provides a clear message that there are alternatives to capitalist hegemony. (9)   What forms of socially engaged 
cultural practice can we envision that refuse complicity with the current ruling order?   

   
photo by Jason Schmidt

Dictatorship of the Precariat 
    The project of a contemporary avant-garde cultural practice entails an anti-essentialist re-examination of the question of 
universality as an inevitable level of political emancipation that is subject to hegemonic operations.  Within the state apparatus, a 
great deal of attention is now being given to the administration of art in terms of "creative industries" that rationalize 
"immaterial" cultural production according to flexible production strategies that benefit capital accumulation.  Post-Fordist or 
post-industrial capitalist production are the terms used to describe the development of markets that involve cultural, intellectual 
and biogenetic property.  In this context, the left's emphasis on social and economic precarity within a flexible labor market has 
become an important point of collective resistance to neoliberal governance.  However, the critique of the state disciplinary 
apparatus has been obviated by Michel Foucault's influential description of the way that human beings become subjects through 
forms of self-government that are based on how people perceive what is desirable and what is possible.  Precarity can thus 
be explained as part of a self-precarization that is produced by conditions of productivity, discipline and security.  State power 
is dematerialized and is replaced with self-interest and the management of open markets.  A concomitant entrepreneurial view of 
the self complements the management of economic liberties, producing what Foucault refers to as biopolitical subjectivity. (10)   
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The power of labor is thus subsumed by the neoliberal view that flexible market logic completely determines the relations 
of production.  In relation to creative labor, the autonomy of the market replaces the avant-garde notion of the critical autonomy of 
the work of art as part of a critique of economic determinism and class inequality. (11)   Thus, the position of the precariously 
employed artist figures not only as the product of hegemonic market relations, but as what Slavoj Žižek describes as the 
universal exception; the particularistic example that embodies the truth of the contemporary art world as a whole.  On this score, 
artists are not alone in their struggles. (12)   The level of competitiveness and inequality that structures the field of immaterial, 
creative and cognitive labor is similar to the evenness that is subsidized by neoliberal governments in almost all spheres of 
biopolitical production.  

One immediate solution to post-Fordist economic precarization has therefore been to name it.  Demonstrators at the 2004 
MayDay Parades in Milan and Barcelona, for instance, referred to themselves as variously, the precariously employed, 
precariats, cognitive workers, cognitariat, autonomous activists, affectariat, etc… They proposed “flexicurity” – rights and 
protections for the precariously employed. (13)   As Angela Mitropoulos has remarked, the demonstrators were alert to the fact that 
the quality of precarity belongs to both labor and to capitalism.  Whereas Fordism sought to cretinize the worker, she writes, 
post-Fordist decentralization and flexible accumulation harnesses the productive capacities of desire, knowledge and sociality 
itself. (14)  

In some ways the problem of the artworld precariat might be summarized with Gregory Sholette's recently proposed concept of 
"dark matter." (15)   Dark matter describes the work of autonomous and participatory cultural production by amateur, 
informal, unofficial, autonomous, activist and non-institutional workers.  This dark matter is largely invisible to those 
cultural administrators – curators, directors, collectors, critics, historians and artists – who are the gatekeepers of large 
cultural institutions.  However, the same institutional art world is dependent on this dark matter as well as the resources of its 
members who purchase magazines and books and who attend exhibitions and conferences.  He  asks, "What would become of 
the economic and ideological foundations of the elite art world if this mass of excluded practices was to be given equal 
consideration as art?"  The situation we are confronted with today is one in which, as Sholette argues, dark matter is no longer 
invisible but is being recovered by private interests.  Politicized micro-practices are given specific designations, meanings, and 
use-value as they are directly integrated into the globalized commercial art matrix.  Sholette argues that the capitalist valorization 
of creative labor is as much a problem for politics as it is for culture because it "forces into view its own arbitrary value structure." (16) 
  The affective energies of those who are excluded from the inner circles of the transnational culture industries, he concludes, need 
to be linked to actual resistance to capital, patriarchy and racism, and block the art world's mediocracy from appropriating their histories. 

This situation, as I see it, can benefit from a reconsideration of the traditions of avant-gardism that many cultural producers 
and theorists dismiss or distinguish sharply from activist and community-based practice.  One common factor in this process 
of distinction is the widely held association of avant-garde with Clement Greenberg's "modernist" formulation of avant-garde as 
the antithesis of kitsch.  While Greenberg's ideas were shaped by the Marxist critique of tendenzkunst – work that espouses the 
correct political position but demonstrates little artistic merit – his view that avant-garde practice could be distinguished from, 
and should be protected from degraded forms of production, has done a great deal to overestimate postmodernism's blurring 
of distinctions and misconstrue the historical avant-garde's political use of negation.  Because of the resistance to avant-
gardism, radical artists are treated to a number of double standards that we could define as liberal cultural blackmail. 

Artists are expected to provide constructive critiques of the system but not threaten public institutions, class hierarchies and 
other legacies of bourgeois liberalism. They are expected to intervene in culture but not appear aggressive or be seriously prepared 
to fight for political equality which would result in being dismissed as masculinist, intolerant of people's differences, or else submitted 
to ironic commentary on the inability to keep a critical stance without appearing to be something else; to understand the 
complex history of aesthetic and cultural radicalism and to incorporate this into intelligent forms of collaborative practice, but to 
stand back or compromise when the situation requires that you assume a dominant position of authorial integrity.  It is not 
surprising that all of the withdrawals from avant-gardism and from a radical criticism of disciplinary societies are accompanied by 
what, on the surface of things, is their opposite: sociability, collaboration, dialogue, consultation, etc.  

These modalities and processes, according to Hal Foster, today "risk a weird formalism of discursivity and sociability pursued for 
their own sakes." (17)   It does not take much either to find in them the echo of an earlier generation's obsession with 
systems.  However, this is precisely where the radicality of formalism should be acknowledged and the identity of the opposites 
be considered.  Why, we should ask, is socially engaged community art considered to be among the most vanguard forms 
of contemporary art and, if so, in what ways does it understand formalism?  The blackmail situation provides two obvious 
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solutions, either one defends the socially maligned space of autonomy, but if successful, risks having one's work recuperated 
as capitalist investment, or one plays the disciplinary culture industries at their own game, sublating the opposition between art and 
life, art and society, producing complex forms of critical autonomy. Thus if successful, risk  being ignored or become invisible as 
an artist or an art collective.  Many of the most challenging artists of the last two decades have chosen the latter.  But we can see 
here how the path of self-precarization is not only over determined – not least by the kinds of capital that are associated with 
criticality – but full of contradictions.  The most vanguard direction is the one that in today's late capitalist world of multiculturalism 
and poststructural identity politics also demands a withdrawal from avant-gardism as a done thing, passé andmodernist, 
masculinist, totalizing or utopian.  

This kind of liberal cultural blackmail, inasmuch as it comes from progressive artists, theorists and historians, is especially 
harmful given the economic pressures that come from cultural institutions.  According to Andrea Fraser, current trends within 
the culture industries have contributed to a wholesale devaluation of avant-garde aesthetic’s(?) autonomy.  She writes:

We're in the midst of the total corporatization and marketization of the artistic field and the historic loss of autonomy won through 
more than a century of struggle.  The field of art and now only nominally public and non-profit institutions has been transformed into 
a highly competitive global market.  The specifically artistic values and criteria that marked the relative autonomy of the artistic 
field have been overtaken by quantitative criteria in museums, galleries and art discourse, where programmes are 
increasingly determined by sales – of art, at the box office and of advertising – and where a popular and rich artist is almost 
invariably considered a good artist, and vice versa.  Art works are increasingly reduced to pure instruments of financial investment, 
as art-focused hedge funds sell shares of single paintings.  The threat of instrumentalization by corporate interests has been met in 
the art world by a wholesale internalization of corporate values, methods and models, which can be seen everywhere from art 
schools to museums and galleries to the studios of artists who rely on big-money backers for large-scale – and often out-sourced 
– production.  We are living through a historical tragedy: the extinguishing of the field of art as a site of resistance to the logic, 
values and power of the market. (18) 

The market indicators that drive so much cultural production today would merely be supplemental if artists and critics themselves 
had not conceded so much cultural and intellectual ground to the logic of the end of history.  In the following I take this manifestation 
of the prohibition against avant-gardism as symptomatic of contemporary cultural theory and practice, and further, as a 
probable explanation for the growing salience of the discourse on precarity. 
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The Elephant in the Room 
    One of the abiding characteristics of the avant-garde, and this is partly what helped create the sphere of modernist autonomy, 
was its distrust and dislike of market relations.  Having been created by those same market relations, the avant-garde wished 
to subvert them from within, both through strategies of formal reflexivity and medium specificity as well as through infusions of 
socially and politically radical content.  However, believing in the efficacy of art to change life, the avant-garde sometimes ignored 
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the ways that aesthetic practice serves to reproduce power relations and class antagonism. (19) Whereas modernist artists sought 
to challenge and transcend the given standards of cultural production, thereby reproducing the field, the historical avant-gardes did 
this with the goal of politicizing the sphere of cultural production itself.  The avant-garde artist, in Peter Bürger's well-known 
formulation, sought to contest and transform the institution of modernist aesthetic autonomy, and in the process, to transform 
social relations. (20)   For an avant-garde work to be successful, it had to function in terms of what Bourdieu defines as "dual-
action" devices, both reproducing and not reproducing the field of culture.  One of the means with which this could be achieved was 
by radically separating art from taste and habituated sense perception.  This strategy of resistance also contributed to avant-garde 
art's estrangement from audiences, eventually leading to a game of agonism and provocation, and, on the part of liberal 
culture, anticipation and commodification.   

Contemporary art resorts to milder versions of this story, working with concepts of collaboration or complicity as alternatives to 
the stormy weather called forth by the concepts of alienation and repression.  The sociological determinants of cultural 
appreciation and the distribution of cultural wealth however are misconstrued when contemporary socially engaged community 
artists presume to perform benevolent acts. (21) Art can neither escape its conditions of determination, nor can it be reduced by 
them.  Beholden to a liberal model of the needy public or a multicultural model of diversity, much contemporary art refuses to 
challenge audiences in ways that are associated with avant-garde resistance.  In two of its most recent manifestations, 
Nicolas Bourriaud's "relational aesthetics" and Grant Kester's "dialogical aesthetics," political claims and social protest are to 
be renounced in favour of dialogical interaction (a word entirely denuded of its basis in the class analysis of the Russian 
formalists) where the artist is expected to renounce all claims to authority and authorship.   (22) These critics not only seek to 
transform the way that artists interact with audiences, but decry the sort of activism that takes the form of militant struggle, whether 
in the form of agitational work or utopian projection.  
What is proposed instead is ambient conviviality, reformism, and interaction.  Consequently, many forms of socially 
engaged community art lack an adequate theory of social and cultural politicization.  While contemporary community art practices 
are obviously concerned with politicization, many artists hold that this should not come as the result of a confrontation with the 
public.  Artists may seek to solve particular social problems, but the singularity of these problems is separated from their 
universal determinations.  As a result, a kind of therapeutic pragmatism calls for artists to collaborate with institutions, avoiding 
the kinds of risk that would be required to challenge the ruling order of neoliberal capitalism.  And yet, the overcoming of the 
distinction between art and life perseveres as the leitmotif of advanced practice.  What is it then that contemporary community 
artists seek to overcome?    

The following considers the symptomatic nature of the prohibition against avant-gardism and even the prohibition of the 
prohibition itself as a serious topic of discussion.  The example I wish to give is Komar & Melamid's Asian Elephant Art 
and Conservation Project (1995-2000), which I take to be a serious satire of contemporary community art.  The type of community art 
I have in mind is best represented by Mary Jane Jacob's well-known curatorial venture Culture in Action, the 1993 instalment of 
the annual Sculpture Chicago summer festival. (23)   Culture in Action was dedicated almost entirely to community-based projects, 
for which the artists worked with communities and created pieces that emphasized dialogue, participation and 
interaction.  Notwithstanding the merit of many of the individual projects, what concerns me here is the manner in which the 
curatorial framing was decidedly anti-avant-garde.  The rhetoric of Culture in Action was that art provides a redemptive, 
therapeutic healing of social divisions.  In contrast, what Komar & Melamid are interested in is precisely the problem of the 
integration of living labor within a global capitalist mode of flexible accumulation.  

Briefly stated, Komar & Melamid's Asian Elephant Art and Conservation Project (1995-2000) is a complex work that enlists 
the participation of Thai elephants and their trainers (mahouts). (24)   After the ban on rainforest timber in 1989, the elephants and 
the timber workers became unemployed, forced to engage in tricks for tourists, panhandling, and illegal work.  Malnourishment led 
to the decimation of the mostly domesticated elephant population.  By training some elephants to paint "abstract 
expressionist" canvases and then by selling their paintings, Komar & Melamid raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for their 
care and that of their trainers.  Paintings were auctioned off at Christie's and bulk sales were organized with hotel chains, thus 
raising awareness of the elephants' circumstances.                         

Elephant Project provides a clear indication of what Slavoj  Žižek has explained as the truth of community; the fact that the 
deepest identification that holds a community together is not an identification with the written laws that regulate normal 
everyday routine, but an identification with the transgression or suspension of the law.  It is an identification with an obscene 
secret code. (25)   For our purposes, we could say that the deepest identification that structures the field of contemporary 
art production is not the particularistic political transgression of the new art of community, relationality and dialogue, the official art 
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of our times, but an identification with the prohibition of avant-garde radicality.  Komar & Melamid's elephant project is an avant-
garde work – not because it defies or parodies the politically immaterial mandates of relational aesthetics and the new community 
art, but because it exposes the obscene underside of so-called dialogical collaboration.  How so?  

Like the post-Fordist precariat, the elephants/artists are out of work.  And what is the secret code, the unwritten law that gives 
artistic transgression its specific form if not the momentary political suspension of art for the sake of art's renewal?  Is this renewal 
not also the admission of the pure symbolic meaninglessness of the aesthetic as a measure of human value; in particular in the face 
of abjection, poverty and unemployment?  This same fact is what constitutes the truly obscene side of this unwritten law; 
obscene because ever since Kant necessity has been ruled out as a hindrance to aesthetic judgement. And ever since 
Marx, enjoyment itself was transmuted into necessity.  This is why in contemporary liberal multiculturalist discourse the term 
avant-garde remains unspoken – not because its logic has been exhausted, but because avant-gardism continues to structure 
modes of enjoyment.  And why not understand this in its full Lacanian sense as surplus enjoyment, the plus de jour that signals 
the moment of flight from the analyst's couch?   

What Elephant Project showcases is a realist art that is fully reflective of and integrated with the ideological apparatus of community 
art as the official art of neoliberal capitalism, where political rule is not exercised directly through police control but through 
the manipulation of popular opinion – represented here by paintings tailored to accommodate the taste for the generation of 
reality.  Elephant Project unashamedly reveals how its very modes of procedure are drawn from the kinds of pre-existing practices 
that are commercially successful, in this case from the success of "Ruby," the painting elephant of the Phoenix Zoo.  For art-
world audiences however, the key referent is not elephant paintings but community art.  On a basic level, and in an avant-garde 
sense, the artists attempt to make the”form” (the conceptual contours of the work) the specific characteristic of the work within 
the more general and overarching category of “content” (the organization of means of subsistence for unemployed elephants in 
the context of both ecologically sensitive de-industrialization and the permutations of contemporary art within the culture 
industries).  This critical use of realism allows the obscene prohibition against avant-gardism to come to our consideration.  It does 
so by associating relationality, dialogue and collaboration with relations of class power.  This point is brought home by the way 
that Elephant Project involves not only the representation of disenfranchised communities, not only the avid participation of art-
world insiders, but also the determining power of collectors, including Thai royalty. 

As with their previous poll-based projects, Komar & Melamid manipulate the range of responses that one can anticipate in reaction 
to the work.  These sociologically 'typical' responses are treated like readymade components of the work, engineered in advance 
as means to engage viewers in an extended reflection.  The photograph of the two artists teaching a baby elephant and its 
trainer about the work of Marcel Duchamp provides a glimpse of this intentional authorial approach.  The elephants are not so 
much producing abstract expressionist canvases but are part of an extended materialist strategy to re-conceptualize community 
art.  The ideational and psychological aspect is crucial here.  Among the readymade structures of feeling that Komar & 
Melamid activate are the responses that viewers may have about the project: "Do Komar & Melamid think that people will actually 
be moved by the paintings or the project as a whole?"; "Does the public appreciate all of the ironic references to Marcel 
Duchamp, Jackson Pollock, etc.?"; "Aren't they merely creating another investment opportunity for the art market?"; "Aren't they 
merely reproducing the structures of neocolonialism?"  What happens then when people take their antics seriously?   

The critical aspect of this project is that Komar & Melamid not only take their work seriously as community public art, 
they simultaneously engage in an over-identification with the ideological structure of community art that is capable of exposing the 
links between cultural activism and the class function of cultural production within the new neoliberal "creative" economy.  The 
project does so in part because it makes use of the lessons about ideology developed by the two artists in response to 
Socialist Realism.  The name I give this kind of practice, following  Žižek interpretation of Lacan, is a sinthomeopathic practice in 
which subjects hold on to their deepest libidinal attachments.  By both learning from the public what it wants, and making this 
the subject of the work (the symptomatic aspect of public opinion), Elephant Project reveals the meta-rules of community art as part 
of the creative industries.  This aspect of over-identification is what Žižek refers to as the "manipulation of transference," a situation 
that begins with the "subject supposed to know."  The artists put in place the function of "the subject supposed to know" through 
a strategy of interpassivity; by listening to what the public wants they are relieved of the superego injunction to be amused by 
the spectacle of elephants painting.  Their role resembles what television provides in the form of canned laughter.  However, in 
this case, the canned laughter is foregrounded in order to provide a Brechtian defamiliarization.  This allows for a shift from belief 
to knowledge.  For Lacan, the function of the symbolic order, an impersonal set of social regulations, refers to belief rather 
than knowledge.  The asymmetry between the subject supposed to know and the subject supposed to believe reveals the reliance 
of belief on a big Other (a sort of impersonal superego) that relieves us of responsibility for what we desire.  In terms of 
psychoanalytic transference, the unconscious desire of the patient can be viewed inasmuch as the analyst is considered the 
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subject supposed to know (to know the unconscious desire of the patient).  

As viewers of the work, then, we are caught in a transferential confusion of belief and knowledge.  With whom are we expected 
to identify: with the members of the public who are confounded by the full panoply of Komar & Melamid's avant-garde exposé, or 
with those of us whose libidinal investments are most fully constituted by fantasmatic identification with contemporary art?  With 
what are we expected to identify: with art's exceptional power to transcend and heal social divisions within actually existing 
global capitalism, or with the utopian possibility of a critical autonomy that can reconstruct and alter the field of cultural production?  

Before we seek answers to these questions however, psychoanalytic ethics require that we attend to the transferential reversal 
that defines the psychoanalytic cure.  Because the function of the subject supposed to know is here occupied by elephants and 
not "kids on the street," it is easier for us to see how our ideological obsession with the desire of the Other locates the truth 
in something or someone that exists as such and that is to be brought into political representation by the poetic subtleties of the 
public artist, or the not so subtle philanthropy of state and corporate granting agencies and a few collectors.  If what takes place at 
the end of psychoanalytic transference is the shift from desire to drive, then what an effective para-public art practice like Komar 
& Melamid's can do is shift the coordinates of both art producers and the public towards the understanding that desire (defined 
by Lacan as the unconscious rules that regulate social interaction) has no support in the symbolic law that separates art from 
politics, pleasure from necessity.  In other words, psychoanalytic ethics require that we subjectivize the field of social relations, that 
we think for ourselves rather than follow the dictates of the obscene unwritten law.  This law, as I have argued, is the injunction 
against avant-gardism that informs the current manifestations of much socially engaged community art.  The injunction itself, as 
a symptom of our cultural condition needs to be brought into relation with the official art of our times.  Elephant Project does this 
by identifying with community art as one of the most advanced forms of cultural and biopolitical production within neoliberal societies.  

Komar & Melamid's strategy of learning from what the people want should inform and not hamstring our relation to a critical 
community art.  It underscores the role of collaboration as a symptom of ideological and psychological relations.  The problem for 
the avant-garde, of public art in the age of neoliberal globalization then, is not that of collaboration versus antagonism, of 
contingency versus universality, but the enabling of a radical subjectivization of politics.  The incorporation of various 
community contexts into the frame of art, and thus within the flexible production strategies of the creative industries, is not 
strictly speakinga form of mass deception, but also a self-deception.  We are and we are not that community.

I would like to thank Rosika Desnoyers, Rosemary Heather, Vitaly Komar, and Lucia Summer and Marc Herbst for their 
helpful comments on this paper. 
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“Together, joined in effort by the burden, they stag gered up the last 
steep of the moun tain. To geth er, they chant ed One! Two! Three! 
and crashed the log on to the great pile. Then they stepped back, 
laugh ing with tri um phant plea sure...”

- William Golding, from Lord of the Flies

“I like everybody workin’ to geth er. You chip in for a meal  to geth er. 
One guy goes to the store, one guy cooks, one guy wash es the 
dish es. A com mon goal. We got a lieu ten ant there, he says the fi re 
de part ment is the clos est thing to to socialism there is.”

- Tom Patrick, Fireman, interviewed by Studs Terkel in Work ingWork ing

“Group Material is itself col lab o ra tive, which is non-hi er ar chi cal and Group Material is itself col lab o ra tive, which is non-hi er ar chi cal and Group Material
we don't use the cor po rate model which is along lines of expertise 
but we work to geth er and take re spon si bil i ty as a group for every 
as pect of the work. And then there's a col lab o ra tion or di a logue with 
those art ists and non-art ists we work with, in terms of par tic i pa tion 
in the various projects.”

- Julie Ault, Group Material

“We care about equality and de moc ra cy with in the band and out-
 side the band. For us life is about co op er a tion and sol i dar i ty, not 
about ego tism, greed, or com pe ti tion. This means that we prefer 
to work with peo ple and bands that have a similar sort of men tal i ty 
and             at ti tude.”

-  G.W. Sok, The Ex, from Into the GravyInto the Gravy

“Some [intentional communities], like the Shakers and the Har mo ny 
Society, have endured for a century or even long er. The Hutterians, 
to cite an extreme example, are today still strongly committed to 
com mu nal living after practicing it, punctuated only by occasional 
lapses into private en ter prise, for 450 years. The Hutterian rate of 
membership turnover has been only about 0.0006 per year.

- Benjamin Zablocki, from Alienation and Cha ris ma: A Study of  Alienation and Cha ris ma: A Study of  
Contemporary American CommunesContemporary American Communes



“I always worked as an individual artist even when Group Material
asked me to join the group. There are certain things that I can do by 
myself that I would never be able to do with Group Ma te ri al. First of 
all, they are a totally dem o crat ic entity and although you learn a lot 
from it, and it's very moving, it's very exacting, ev ery thing has to be 
by consensus, which is the beauty of it, but it is much more work. 
It's worth it 100%. But as an in di vid u al art ist there are cer tain things 
that I want to bring out and express, and the col lab o ra tive practice 
is not conducive to that.”

- Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Artist

“Through our experiences and the choices we made, we found for 
our selves the structures within which we (co)operate. When it comes 
to music, this means the whole band creates the music. There’s no 
boss telling the others what to do. Someone comes up with an idea, 
the others add to it. Then it’s a matter of search ing, puzzling and 
trying before the song has a defi nite form. Al though we developed 
a certain style of “songwriting” with the years, in principle the music 
can take any possible shape or form - we’re not stuck in one sacred 
formula (it’s not fucking pop music!). It is exciting to explore one’s own 
approaches to teamwork and cre ativ i ty, to explore one’s own limits 
and possibilities, then to move those limitations further away.”

- G.W. Sok, The Ex, from Into the GravyInto the Gravy

“I think when a band starts out there is usually a bit of a golden period 
when the combination of individuals is fresh and untested so you 
kind of explode out of the gate with a bunch of ideas sparked from 
the new ness of interaction. After a while you kind of get ac cus tomed 
to certain ten den cies from each other so you may have to work a bit 
harder to undercut your own expectations.....with our group I think 
its never been super easy to write new songs mainly because all 
four of us contribute to the writing, so each piece kind of has to run 
a gauntlet with each member taking whacks at the thing. A great 
majority of the songs don’t survive the hazing, but we do work really 
hard at pushing our selves to a different space each time - we kind 
of like trying to mutate the sig na ture.”

- Guy Picciotto, Fugazi



"Lyric writing is an interesting process in Sonic Youth. There's three 
people writing now, and we've all had a lot of interest and in volve ment 
with expression through words, or poetry or what ev er. I hardly think 
we're the only people writ ing lyrics with that frame of reference or that 
frame of mind,but our fusion of styles in this framework is in ter est ing. 
Most people can't tell now who wrote what, and to make it more con-
 fus ing, I wrote some lyrics that Kim sings, and vice ver sa. I like that 
blur ring of identities within the band, because it becomes a unifi ed 
thing that can't be related to other forms of historical poetry."

- Thurston Moore, Sonic Youth 

“There were various con di tions and shared purposes that led to the 
formation of the group. A lot of us had just come from art school, 
where we were trained to develop a 'unique' artistic voice. We were 
also trained to believe that after school you then can go exercise this 
voice in the so-called real world. This seemed to be pretty much of a 
false prom ise con sid er ing the lim i ta tions and biases which           ac-
 com pa nied market prin ci ples and the com mer cial art system, and, 
many of us were not in ter est ed in making objects, but in col lab o ra tive 
processes. We were col lec tive ly in tent on com bin ing our social and 
po lit i cal motivations with artistic prac tic es, which is more       common 
now than it was at that time. Then, the lines between art and politics 
were more clearly drawn and that de lin ea tion was     commonly sup-
ported, often with the stat ed in ter est of preventing the contamination 
of art with pol i tics.”

- Julie Ault, Group Material

“My mom had always wanted me to better myself. I wanted to better 
myself because of her. Now when the strikes start ed, I told her I was 
going to join the union and the whole movement. I told her I was 
going to work without pay. She said she was proud of me. (His eyes 
glisten. A long, long pause.) See, I told her I want ed to be with my 
people. If I were a company man, nobody would like me anymore. I 
had to belong to somebody and this was it right here.”

- Roberto Acuna, Farmworker and Organizer, interviewed by 
Studs Terkel in  WorkingWorking



“We all leave together. We don’t com pete with each oth er like Dad dy 
does. We stay a team.”

- comment made by a moth er to her child in the gro cery 
store

“Voting is a win or lose model, in which people are more often     con-
cerned with the numbers it takes to "win" than with the issue itself. 
Voting does not take into account individual feelings or needs. In 
es sence, it is a quantitative, rather than qualitative, method of     de-
cision-making.

With consensus people can and should work through        dif-
ferences and reach a mutually satisfactory position. It is possible 
for one per son's insights or strongly held beliefs to sway the whole 
group. No ideas are lost, each member's input is valued as part of 
the solution.  

A group committed to consensus may utilize other forms of 
de ci sion making (individual, compromise, ma jor i ty rules) when    ap-
propriate; however, a group that has adopt ed a consensus model 
will use that process for any item that brings up a lot of emotions, 
is something that concerns peo ple's ethics, politics, morals or other 
areas where there is much investment.

Consensus does not mean that everyone thinks that the   deci-
sion made is necessarily the best one possible, or even that they are 
sure it will work. What it does mean is that in coming to that decision, 
no one felt that her/his position on the matter was mis un der stood or 
that it wasn't giv en a proper hearing. Hope ful ly, ev ery one will think 
it is the best decision; this often happens be cause, when it works, 
col lec tive intelligence does come up with better    solutions than 
could in di vid u als.

Consensus takes more time and member skill, but uses lots of 
resources before a decision is made, creates commitment to the de-
 ci sion and often facilitates creative decision. It gives ev ery one some 
ex pe ri ence with new processes of interaction and confl ict    resolution, 
which is basic but important skill-build ing. For             consensus 
to be a pos i tive experience, it is best if the group has 1) common 
values, 2) some skill in group process and confl ict res o lu tion, or a 
com mit ment to let these be facilitated, 3) com mit ment and re spon si -
bil i ty to the group by its members and 4) suf fi  cient time for everyone 
to participate in the process.” 

- Act Up -New York, from www.actupny.org



“If consensus cannot be reached, the following options  exist: 1. If 
only one person is blocking consensus, the group may decide to over 
ride the one person's block. 2. If two people or more are block ing 
con sen sus, the group may  decide by consensus (which in cludes 
the peo ple block ing the decision) to try again at a future meet ing to 
reach consensus. If the group cannot reach con sen sus to try again, 
then the decision is considered "dropped." If the decision is dropped, 
then it may not be raised again for at least six months and the    op-
posing col lec tive members must be notifi ed before the meet ing in 
which it will be discussed again so they have an op por tu ni ty to raise 
their objections. If consensus is reached, then the de ci sion must be 
writ ten down and sent to the Paper Tiger email discussion list. If a Paper Tiger email discussion list. If a Paper Tiger
member who was unable to attend the meet ing opposes the       deci-
sion, they may request that the de ci sion be re con sid ered at a fu ture 
meet ing, at which point consensus again will need to be reached on 
whether or not to alter the decision. “

- Paper Tiger Television, from the Frequently Asked Questions 
sec tion of www.papertiger.org

“The decisions have been mainly mine but this is getting to be less 
and less. Originally all the ideas were mine, but I’d taken them from 
other people. Now we have meetings, when ev er any one thinks we 
need one. Several times peo ple have disagreed with me and we did 
it the way the majority felt”

- Kay Stepkin, Director of a Bakery Co-op, interviewed by Studs 
Terkel in  WorkingWorking

“Like, when we did Parliament and Parliament and Parliament Funkadelic and Funkadelic and Funkadelic Bootsy, it was 
actually one thing. But there were so many people that you could 
split them up into dif fer ent groups. And then, when we went out 
on tour and they [the record companies] would see us all up there    
together - we had fi ve, six guitars playing at one time, not including 
the bass! -, they said: "Wait a minute, that's just one whole group, 
selling dif fer ent names!" But it wasn't - we had enough people in the 
group that each member would have a section to be another group. 
So now we're fi nally start ing to get them to understand that.” 

- Gary Snyder, Musical director of the P. Funk All-Stars



“At the end of this fi rst year that we had the gallery space there were 
various factions and arguments that had de vel oped in the group and 
we decreased from a group of thirteen to a group of three.    Although 
we started with a lot of energy and en thu si asm, as we more clearly 
iden ti fi ed and refi ned our ideas and in ter ests, in terms of what we 
wanted to do individually and as a group, the original con fi g u ra tion 
basically fell apart. One reason we then iden ti fi ed was we had fallen 
into the trap in setting up an al ter na tive space. We were feeding into 
the commercial system and accepting the role of being overdeter-
mined by our alternative status. We were waiting  for peo ple to come 
and see what we were do ing rather than taking ideas and production 
to the streets and other places, rather than taking our own ques tion 
to heart, "who is cul ture for and where should it be seen".

- Julie Ault, Group Material

“Over the past 10 years, we've come to resemble a large, crazy, 
but caring dysfunctional family. We argue, shout, whine, com plain, 
change our minds and continually threat en to quit if we don't get our 
way. We work the phone lines between meetings to un der stand our 
differing positions. We rarely vote and proceed by con sen sus most 
of the time. Some drop out of the group, but even tu al ly most of us 
come back, after days, months and some times years. The Christ mas 
parties and re unions are terrifi c. We care a lot about each oth er, 
even if we don't see things the same way. Everyone has a poster 
she really hates and a poster she really loves. We agree that we can 
disagree. Maybe that's de moc ra cy.”

- Alice Neel, Guerrilla Girls

“It hardly needs saying that such mutualistic communities will also 
be plagued by confl ict. Confl ict is at the very heart of life, re sult ing 
not simply from the malevolence of others in the struggle for place 
or por tion, but also from the fact that men of the best will in the 
world seem to suffer in cur ably, so far as one can tell, from what 
William Jame called “a cer tain blindness" in perceiving the vitalities 
of      others.”

- Benjamin Nelson, Sociologist



"There were also certain rules you had to obey and if you broke any 
you had to go in front of this tribunal and explain your ac tions to 
these fuckers! Even when I wanted to buy a new pair of stock ings I 
had to ask the 'cashier' for money. This is why we split from Amon 
Düül I; they were too in volved with this political shit." 

- Renate Krotenschwanz Knaup, Amon Düül II

“I think I have an obligation, to the people who have con sent ed to be 
in the fi lm, to make a fi lm that is fair to their experience. The editing 
of my fi lms is a long and selective process. I do feel that when I cut 
a se quence, I have an ob li ga tion to the people who are in it, to cut 
it so that it fairly represents what I felt was going on at the time, in 
the orig i nal event. I don't try and cut it to meet the standards of a       
producer or a network or a television show.”

- Frederick Wiseman, Documentary Filmmaker

To be a Radical Cheerleader, you do not need to be an actor, a 
singer or a dancer - you just have to want to yell! (Sign Lan guage 
included).  Each Radical Cheerleader decides for them selves which 
events they will participate in. There is no more com mit ment than 
each member is willing to give. Most of us wear skirts, boots and 
hooded sweatshirts, but there's no uniform - you can wear what 
you want. No restrictions, just bring your fantastic self! There's no               
try outs or popularity contests (sorry).”

- Radical Cheerleaders, from www.geocities.com/radicalcheerleaders

“We are not leaders or experts - and never will be. People who   ex-
pect everyone involved with the network to be able to know about 
every aspect of space travel are deluding them selves. We cherish 
the learn ing process, the dialogue between in ter est ed individuals. 
That is how all of our ideas have developed, and that is how we will 
achieve our aims. Our training methods re fl ect this approach - they 
are as much about social interaction as they are about acquiring skills. 
Those who project their hopes and de sires onto us must un der stand 
that they are involved - they are as tro nauts too.”

- John Eden, Raido Association of Autonomous As tro nauts



"Most people think our marriage is just an excuse for free wheel ing 
sex, but that's not true at all. If sex was what we wanted, why go 
to all the trouble of marrying in a three some, which makes almost   
everyone think we're weird? The real reason we married is that we 
all love each other, and we want to stay together, sharing our lives. 
Sex is just one part of that shar ing, although it's a part we usually 
enjoy."

- a 26-year-old man involved in a triadic marriage with      an-
other man and a woman

“The normal citizen looked at us and saw a mixture of gang ster, hippy, 
criminal and ape. Once somebody rang us up with a nice voice and 
asked if they could do a feature article on us about how a commune 
works. They came and asked us ques tions, took our     photos and 
dis ap peared. One week later the article appeared and it said: ‘This 
kind of com mu ni ty stinks and if this is the future of             Ger ma ny 
then we need Adolf back.’”

- Chris Karrer, Amon Düül II

“In the United States, there is no end which human will despairs 
of at tain ing through the combined pow er of in di vid u als unit ed in a   
society.”

- Alexis de Tocqueville, author of Democracy in AmericaDemocracy in America

“Societies change and the arts can be a powerful way of expressing 
these changes. However, the arts are essential for helping in di vid u als 
fi nd their place within society and for shaping a collective cultural 
identity. “

- REPOhistory, from www.repohistory.org

"My reducing club is a great success. We've lost 148 pounds.     How-
ever, none of it was mine personally."

- one matronly lady to another, from Reader's DigestReader's Digest
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Recently I received an email from a 
student in Ireland. He had discovered 
an interview in which I discussed an old 
project that sounded extremely similar 
to something he had been working on 
for a year and was about to exhibit. This 
discovery sent him into a “mini-crisis” 
and he wrote to see if I might share my 
thoughts on the situation. 

I sent this student printed materials from 
my work, as I strongly feel that artists 
who are doing similar work should 
make an effort to know each other, share 
knowledge and perhaps even work 
together. There is no reason why two 
variations of the same idea can’t happily 
co-exist. So much of the way that the art 
world is structured favors competition. 
Grants are competitive. Art schools 
stage student competitions. Students 
compete for funding. Hundreds compete 
for a single art school teaching position. 
Professors compete with other professors. Artists compete 
with artists – stealing ideas instead of sharing them, or using 
copyright laws to guard against thoughtful re-use. Artists 
compete for shows in a limited number of exhibition spaces 
instead of finding their own ways to exhibit outside of these 
competitive venues. Artists conceal opportunities from their 
friends as a way of getting an edge up on the capital-driven 
competition. Gallerists compete with other gallerists and 
curators compete with curators. Artists who sell their work 
compete for the attention of a limited number of collectors. 
Collectors compete with other collectors to acquire the 
work of artists.  

This is a treadmill made from decomposing shit that is 
so devoid of nutrients that even its compost won’t allow 
anything fresh to grow. We need something better to run 
on.  Some artists are bypassing competitive approaches in 
their practice, suggesting possibilities for a different cultural 
climate. Since the 1960’s, numerous artists have made works 
that take the form of strategies, proposals, gestures and 
instructions. While these works are not usually presented as 
invitations for others to reinterpret, making variations in a 
similar spirit still has the potential to yield rewarding results. 
Ideas are not necessarily used up just because they have 
entered the art historical canon (and many good projects 
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remain unfamiliar to most audiences). This older soil 
remains fertile for new plantings.  

More art projects could be created with the built-in 
understanding that they can be freely re-made or given 
a new twist by others in the future – like classical music 
compositions that still get played two hundred years 
after the composer died.  Take the example of the late 
composer John Cage’s three movement composition “4’ 
33””. It was first performed by David Tudor in 1952. This 
work has since been given many reinterpretations over 
the years by artists as diverse as Frank Zappa, The BBC 
Symphony Orchestra and The Melvins. The work finds 
new meaning with different performers, contexts, times 
and places. Redundancies, repetitions and overlaps are 
often neglected because they complicate the bigger 
picture and show art to be the much larger social 
mess that it really is. We don’t have to run away from 
repetitions. 

Since 2001, the Philadelphia-based collaborative group 
Basekamp has been doing lectures, discussions, events 
and project planning around the theme of redundancy 
in the visual arts. Late last year they co-organized an 
event series titled “Making Room for Redundancy” with 
Lars Fischer (no relation to the author). They have been 

Céline Duval and Hans-Peter Feldmann, from the cahier d’images publication series. 
(undated)
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dreaming up and building models for terminals where the 
viewer could enter an idea and see all of the overlapping 
permutations of how it has been explored before. Basekamp 
recently gave a lecture titled simply “I am a Collaborative 
Artist” at the Infest: Artist-Run Culture conference in 
Vancouver. For artists who are open to working with others, 
such conferences can be a good place to strengthen or 
develop new friendships, fueling new collaborations or 
broader inclusion in pre-existing projects. 

Another mutually-supportive practice: the French artist 
Céline Duval enjoys a prolific collaboration with the 
German artist Hans-Peter Feldmann, who is about thirty 
years her senior. This began when Céline contacted him 
wanting to help with raw material for his work and now they 
publish books together. They collaborate on equal footing 
despite large differences in age, experience and success 
in the art world. The viewer must untangle the mingling 
voices in these co-authored works, ask questions, or just 
accept the hybrid and enjoy the resulting complexity. 

Making participatory artworks can open up your practice 
and build a loose community in the process. Since 1997, 
Chicago-based artist Melinda Fries has been running the 
website ausgang.com. Ausgang is essentially an artwork 
in web form that contains the work of various contributors 
(many of whom are not artists). Melinda creates categories 
that are of personal interest (examples: “Living Situations”, 
“Things In The Road”, “Bus Stories”). Contributors then 
flesh out these themes by submitting stories, images, or 
projects that are suitable for the web. The site is updated 
seasonally. Melinda’s project is enriched and expanded 
by others and the contributors get a platform for their 
work that will be seen by many viewers.  The people who 
participate often send out emails promoting the site and 
their contributions that are included. The site is not a flimsy 
catch-all for anything and everything. Melinda functions as 
an editor, but she allows a very broad range of ways for one 
to participate. In the interest of disclosure, I contribute to 
ausgang.com regularly, but perhaps you should too? 

While there is a joy in finding people with shared affinities, 
establishing communication and friendships with artists 
who have shared interests and ideas is not a retreat from the 
challenge of making tough critical art. Who better to kick 
your ass a little than your collaborators? The disposable, 
vague, or one-liner qualities in so much recent art reveals 
a lack of sufficient peer-to-peer ass-kicking. Collaborative 
projects by their nature insist on constant feedback and 
criticism

Arguing against competition is not necessarily a vote in favor 
of an idealized world of shiny happy people holding hands  
- some of the most productive collaborations can have a lot 

of tension and disagreement. The fascinating documentary 
“Some Kind of Monster” shows Metallica band members and 
co-founders James Hetfield and Lars Ulrich in exchanges 
that are sometimes so lacking in civility that at one point 
Ulrich is reduced to getting in Hetfield’s face and screaming: 
“FUUUUCCCKKKK!!!” In an additional scene on the DVD, 
Ulrich admits: “I’m afraid of changing what has worked. 
Twenty years of hatred sold one hundred million records.” 
One of the great tempestuous working relationships in film 
history was that of director Werner Herzog and actor Klaus 
Kinski. In Herzog’s documentary “My Best Fiend”, Kinski’s 
behavior on the set during one film was so angering that 
the director seriously contemplated murdering him. When 
Klaus Kinski wrote his autobiography, he reportedly gave 
Herzog advance notice that he was going to trash the 
director in the book because he felt that attacking his friend 
would lead to increased sales. The two even collaborated 
in their mutual infuriation with each other but clearly, and 
more importantly, they pushed each other to perform better 
and make more ambitious and passionate films. 

How can we build a stronger network among people with 
shared interests and values? In a recent talk that we hosted 
at Mess Hall in Chicago, curator Nato Thompson brought 
up the impressive and widespread networks that the 
hardcore punk music scene has crafted, where a band has 
a place to play and crash in nearly every major town. This 
is something he longs to see happen for experimental art 
and cultural practices in every part of the U.S. - particularly 
those areas that are culturally under-served. An audience 
member noted, however, that part of what enabled the 
hardcore scene to do this so effectively is that there is a 
shared language that is easier to understand. People seem 
able to grasp the terms and aesthetics more easily. Music 
can circulate quickly and simply. It often has a bracing, 
visceral and emotional power; heady forms of art and 
critical theory are generally a little less catchy. You could 
listen to eight hardcore songs in the time it takes to read 
this essay. 
 
Some online communities show promise. For the past couple 
years I’ve been frequenting a particularly hyperactive online 
music discussion group for obscure loud rock. The number 
of times the distant feel of the Internet breaks out into the 
real world on some of these sites is uncountable. When 
people attend concerts together often the next morning one 
person will write about it and another will post the photos 
they took and it all gets shared with thousands who couldn’t 
be there. I’ve been offered places to stay in numerous cities 
based purely on my taste in music, received un-requested 
packages of CDs and have been loaned books through the 
mail. A band had their van and equipment stolen, so one 
forum member named Foetuscide quickly set up a Paypal 
account that people could donate to. When Foetuscide 
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was left homeless by Hurricane Katrina, people started 
sending her money at the Paypal account she originally 
created for the band. There has been endless support for a 
board member named EvilFanny who had to undergo brain 
surgery. A discussion thread about the merits of old Slayer 
and Celtic Frost records can happily share space with a 
thread where EvilFanny asks other board members if they 
know anything about going on Long Term Disability.

While these big online communities are messy and filled 
with more than their share of knuckle-draggers, sexists, 
homophobes and right wing morons, the generosity of 
participants can be breathtaking. The challenge for artists 
who want to build supportive networks like this is to find 
communication strategies that can help them connect to 
each other with the passion that music fans across the 
globe excel at. We need to make our emails to strangers 
whose art and ideas we care about resonate with that 
obsessive nerdy excitement that music geeks generate in 
their sleep. Art blogs are popping up all over Chicago but I 
have yet to see any become a truly action packed, socially 
dynamic online community where artists, curators, viewers, 
writers and every other kind of participant mixes it up and 
generates ideas that take real hold in the world. One of the 
oldest Chicago-centric discussion forums, Othergroup.net, 
sometimes goes for a month without a single post. 

In order for critical and experimental art networks to become 
stronger, and for audiences to grow, artists need to expand 
the range of ways we operate. When artists work with others, 
they complicate their practice and these collaborations 
often enrich everything they do. They organize shows and 
events that include other artists, write about other people’s 
work and assist people with their creative endeavors. There 
is no reason why more artists – including those who have 
comparatively solitary studio practices, can’t cultivate those 
skills in order to work more effectively with other people. 

In the process, they learn to write, organize, publish, 
curate, educate and do anything else necessary to bolster 
support and dialogue for the ideas they value. More 
than anything, they learn to take the initiative and build 
something larger than themselves. In the 1970’s, 80’s and 
early 90’s, artists could do this work on the government’s 
dime at NEA-funded not-for-profit Alternative spaces. 
Now that the money is gone and most of those spaces 
are no longer in existence, new methodologies need to 
be worked out. We need each other more than ever. 

Working with others not only opens the individual 
artist to the resources, skills, criticisms, and ideas of 
their collaborator(s), but also frequently to those of the 
collaborator’s peer group or network. This inevitably 
creates a larger audience for the finished work and sows 
the seeds for future collaborations with an even greater 
variety of people. Creating opportunities for others always 
results in more personal opportunities. When it becomes 
clear that you operate from a place of generosity, people 
become more generous with you -- sometimes offering 
things like free use of equipment, huge discounts on 
printing and even free use of a storefront in Rogers Park 
(the location and arrangement that has kept Mess Hall 
going for over two years now). This approach may not 
result in a vacation home in Malibu or the opportunity 
to snort lines of coke off of prostitutes’ asses with Jörg 
Immendorf, but is that really the reason you became an 
artist in the first place? 

Working toward a global network where one creates 
opportunities and, in turn, can respond to limitless 
opportunities without the pressure to compete, allows 
for a more generous, diverse and open art practice. In 
these ways, one can break the isolation of being alone, 
defending a head-full of secret studio realizations that 
some kid in Ireland has probably already figured out 
anyway.

Note: In the spirit of this essay, a number of collaborators 
provided feedback. Thanks to: Brett Bloom, Melinda Fries, 
Terence Hannum, Brennan McGaffey, Scott Rigby and Dan S. 
Wang. 

Werner Herzog, still from My Best Fiend, 1999
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Conversation Pieces: The Role of Dialogue in Socially-Engaged Art
[1]

 

Introduction

 

Writing in the shadow of the September 11 attacks, it’s impossible to predict their 

ultimate repercussions. It is clear, however, that one of the gravest dangers is that these 

events (and subsequent reactions to them) may further aggravate a global climate of 

belligerence, hostility and closure based on differences of culture, religion and 

nationality. Equally alarming is the fact that the currently dominant framework for 

exchange across these boundaries is a market system that generates its own divisive 

schisms, based on class and economic status. In this fraught historical moment the 

situation of art may seem a relatively minor concern. There are, however, a number of 

contemporary artists and art collectives that have defined their practice precisely around 

the facilitation of dialogue among diverse communities. Parting from the traditions of 

object-making, these artists have adopted a performative, process-based approach. 

They are “context providers” rather than “content providers,” in the words of British artist 

Peter Dunn, whose work involves the creative orchestration of collaborative encounters 

and conversations well beyond the institutional boundaries of the gallery or museum. As 

I will discuss below these exchanges can catalyze surprisingly powerful transformations 

in the consciousness of their participants. The questions that are raised by these 

projects clearly have a broader cultural and political resonance. How do we form 

http://digitalarts.ucsd.edu/~gkester/Research%20copy/Blackwell.htm (1 of 23) [3/22/09 7:03:10 PM]



Conversation Pieces: The Role of Dialogue in Socially-Engaged Art 

collective or communal identities without scapegoating those who are excluded from 

them? Is it possible to develop a cross-cultural dialogue without sacrificing the unique 

identities of individual speakers?

I’ll start with two examples. The first project is drawn from the work of the Austrian arts 

collective Wochenklausur. It began on a warm spring day in 1994 as a small pleasure 

boat set off for a three hour cruise on Lake Zurich. Seated around a table in the main 

cabin was an unusual gathering of politicians, journalists, sex workers and activists from 

the city of Zurich. They had been brought together by Wochenklausur as part of an 

“intervention” in drug policy. Their task was simple: to have a conversation. The topic of 

this conversation was the difficult situation faced by drug-addicted prostitutes in Zurich, 

many of who lived in a condition of virtual homelessness. Stigmatized by Swiss society, 

they were unable to find any place to sleep and were subjected to violent attacks by their 

clients and harassment by the police. Over the course of several weeks Wochenklausur 

organized dozens of these floating dialogues involving almost sixty key figures from 

Zurich’s political, journalistic and activist communities. Normally many of the participants 

in these boat talks would position themselves on opposite sides of the highly charged 

debate over drug use and prostitution, attacking and counter-attacking with statistics and 

moral invective. But for a short period of time, with their statements insulated from direct 

media scrutiny, they were able to communicate with each other outside the rhetorical 

demands of their official status. Even more remarkably, they were able to forge a 

consensus of support for a modest, but concrete, response to this problem: the creation 

of a pension or boarding house in which drug-addicted sex workers could have a safe 

haven, access to services and a place to sleep (eight years later it continues to house 

twenty women a day). 
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At around the same time that Wochenklausur was staging its “boat colloquies” over two 

hundred high school students were having their own conversations on a roof-top parking 

garage in downtown Oakland, California. Seated in parked cars under a twilight sky, 

they enacted a series of un-scripted dialogues on the problems faced by young people 

of color in California: media stereotypes, racial profiling, under-funded public schools 

and so on. They were surrounded by over a thousand Oakland residents, who along 

with representatives of local and national news media, had been invited to “over hear” 

these conversations. In this event, organized by the California artist Suzanne Lacy, 

along with Annice Jacoby and Chris Johnson, Latino and African American teenagers 

were able to take control of their self-image and to transcend the one-dimensional 

clichés promulgated by mainstream news and entertainment media (e.g., the young 

person of color as sullen, inarticulate gang-banger). These dialogues led in turn to other 

collaborations and other conversations, including a six week long series of discussions 

between high school students and members of the Oakland Police Department (OPD) 

that resulted in the creation of a videotape used by the OPD as part of its community 

policing training program. 

These projects mark the emergence of a body of contemporary art practice concerned 

with collaborative, and potentially emancipatory, forms of dialogue and conversation. 

While it is common for a work of art to provoke dialogue among viewers this typically 

occurs in response to a finished object. In these projects conversation becomes an 

integral part of the work itself. It is re-framed as an active, generative process that can 

help us speak and imagine beyond the limits of fixed identities and official discourse. 

While this collaborative, consultative approach has deep and complex roots in the 

history of art and cultural activism (e.g., Helen and Newton Harrison in the US, Artists 
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Placement Group in the UK, and the tradition of community-based art practice) it has 

also energized a younger generation of practitioners and collectives, such as Ala 

Plastica in Buenos Aires, Superflex in Denmark, Maurice O’Connell in Ireland, MuF in 

London, Huit Facettes in Senegal, Ne Pas Plier in Paris, and Temporary Services in 

Chicago, among many others. Although global in scope, this work exists largely (albeit, 

not entirely) outside the international network of art galleries and museums, curators and 

collectors.
[2]

 Thus, Iñigo Manglano Ovalle’s Tele Vecindario project was developed on 

the south side of Chicago; Littoral has been active in the hill farming regions of the 

Bowland Forest in the north of England, and the Singapore-born artist Jay Koh has 

produced works in Thailand, Burma, and Tibet. 

What unites this disparate network of artists and arts collectives are a series of 

provocative assumptions about the relationship between art and the broader social and 

political world, and about the kinds of knowledge that aesthetic experience is capable of 

producing. For Lacy, who is also active as a critic, this work represents a “new genre” of 

public art. UK-based artists/organizers Ian Hunter and Celia Larner employ the term 

“Littoral” art, to evoke the hybrid or in-between nature of these practices. French critic 

Nicolas Bourriaud has coined the term “relational aesthetic” to describe works based 

around communication and exchange. Homi K. Bhabha writes of “conversational art,” 

and Tom Finkelpearl refers to “dialogue-based public art.”
[3]

 For reasons that will 

become apparent I will be using the term "dialogical" to describe these works. The 

concept of a dialogical art practice is derived from the Russian literary theorist Mikhail 

Bakhtin who argued that the work of art can be viewed as a kind of conversation; a locus 

of differing meanings, interpretations and points of view.
[4]

http://digitalarts.ucsd.edu/~gkester/Research%20copy/Blackwell.htm (4 of 23) [3/22/09 7:03:10 PM]



Conversation Pieces: The Role of Dialogue in Socially-Engaged Art 

 

1. Discourse as Modernism’s Other

 

The interactions that are central to these projects all require some provisional discursive 

framework through which the various participants can exchange insights and 

observations. It may be spoken or written, or it may involve some form of physical or 

conceptual collaboration. But the idea that a work of art should solicit participation and 

involvement so openly, or that its form should be developed in consultation with the 

viewer is antithetical to dominant beliefs in modern and postmodern art theory.
[5]

 By the 

early twentieth century the consensus among advanced artists and critics was that, far 

from communicating with viewers, the avant-garde work of art should radically challenge 

their faith in the very possibility of rational discourse. This tendency is based on the 

assumption that the shared discursive systems on which we rely for our knowledge of 

the world (linguistic, visual, etc.) are dangerously abstract and violently objectifying. Art’s 

role is to shock us out of this perceptual complacency, to force us to see the world anew. 

This shock has borne many names over the years: the sublime, alienation effect, 

L’Amour fou, and so on. In each case the result is a kind of somatic epiphany that 

catapults the viewer outside of the familiar boundaries of a common language, existing 

modes of representation, and even their own sense of self. While the projects I’m 

discussing here do encourage their participants to question fixed identities, stereotypical 

images, and so on, they do so through a cumulative process of exchange and dialogue, 

rather than a single, instantaneous shock of insight, precipitated by an image or object. 

These projects require a paradigm shift in our understanding of the work of art; a 

definition of aesthetic experience that is durational rather than immediate.

http://digitalarts.ucsd.edu/~gkester/Research%20copy/Blackwell.htm (5 of 23) [3/22/09 7:03:10 PM]



Conversation Pieces: The Role of Dialogue in Socially-Engaged Art 

It was, of course, a central tenet of Enlightenment philosophy (evident in the writing of 

Kant, Wolff, Hume, and Shaftesbury) that aesthetic experience constituted an idealized 

form of communication. It is easier to grasp the significance of this claim if one considers 

the cultural function of art during the eighteenth century. Baroque painting served as the 

decorative backdrop for the social life of the drawing room or salon. In a similar manner, 

fetes and perambulations in Georgian-era landscape gardens were intended to initiate 

shared reflection: to teach visitors about the harmonious relationship between the social 

and the natural worlds. Painters and landscape architects shared a common symbolic 

vocabulary with their patrons. The objects and environments they created facilitated 

exchanges that were central to the life of a (admittedly elitist) community of viewers. 
[6]

 

While preserving the ceremonial and performative dimension of earlier art practices 

designed to encourage veneration and obeisance (e.g., courtly or liturgical art), these 

works patterned that performance around a more open-ended pedagogical interaction.

With the emergence of an artistic avant-garde in the mid-nineteenth-century the survival 

of authentic art seemed to require the severing of this potentially stultifying 

interdependence of artist and viewer through shock, attack, and dislocation. The 

symbiosis of aristocratic patronage was replaced by a critical, adjudicatory relationship, 

heavily informed by artists’ identification with the revolutionary rhetoric of the nascent 

working-class. Increasingly, avant-garde art sought to challenge, rather than 

corroborate, conventional systems of meaning, whether through Realism’s introduction 

of taboo subjects such as poverty and prostitution, Impressionism’s rejection of the 

norms of academic realism, Cubism’s even more violent dismantling of these norms, or 

Dadaism’s embrace of the absurd. Avant-garde art must define itself as different from 

other forms of culture precisely by being difficult to understand, shocking or disruptive 
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(except now, contra Schiller’s return to “wholeness”, a Lyotardian “ontological 

dislocation” becomes the therapeutic antidote to a centered Cartesian subjectivity). 

Lying behind this rhetoric of shock was a more complex (and occasionally paradoxical) 

motive: to make the viewer more sensitive and responsive to the specific characteristics 

of nature, other beings, and to otherness in general. Avant-garde artists of various 

stripes believed that Western society (especially its urban, middle-class) had come to 

view the world in a violently objectifying manner associated with the growing authority of 

positivistic science and the profit-driven logic of the marketplace. The rupture provoked 

by the avant-garde work of art is necessary to shock viewers out of this perspective and 

prepare them for the nuanced and sensitive perceptions of the artist, uniquely open to 

the natural world. 

This tradition has both enabled and constrained the possibilities of art practice in the 

modern period. The tension that exists between the movement towards open-ness, 

sensitivity to difference and vulnerability and the paradoxical drive to “master” the viewer 

through a violent attack on the semantic systems through which they situate themselves 

in the world, remains unresolved. Thus Jean-François Lyotard disparages art which is 

based on the assumption that the public “will recognize. . . will understand, what is 

signified.”
[7]

 Lyotard, like Clement Greenberg earlier in the century, defines avant-garde 

art as the other of kitsch. If kitsch traffics in reductive or simple concepts and sensations 

then avant-garde art will be difficult and complex; if kitsch’s preferred mode is a viewer-

friendly “realism” then avant-garde art will be abstract, “opaque” and “unpresentable”. In 

each case the anti-discursive orientation of the avant-garde artwork, its inscrutability and 

resistance to interpretation, is juxtaposed to a cultural form that is perceived as easy or 

facile (advertising, propaganda, etc.). Lyotard can’t conceive of a discursive form that is 
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not always, already contaminated by the problematic model of “communication” 

embodied in advertising and mass-media. The viewer or audience-member is, in turn, 

always defined by their epistemological lack: their susceptibility to the siren song of 

vulgar and facile forms of culture. The artists and groups I’m discussing here ask 

whether it’s possible for art to re-claim a less violent relationship with the viewer while 

also preserving the critical insights that aesthetic experience can offer into objectifying 

forms of knowledge.

 

2. A Dialogical Aesthetic

 

If, as I am suggesting, the evaluative framework for these projects is no longer centered 

on the physical object, then what is the new locus of judgment? I would contend that it 

resides in the condition and character of dialogical exchange itself. Given this focus I 

consider Jürgen Habermas’s work to be an important resource for the development of a 

dialogical model of the aesthetic, especially his attempt to construct a model of 

subjectivity based on communicative interaction. Habermas differentiates "discursive" 

forms of communication, in which material and social differentials (of power, resources, 

and authority) are bracketed, and speakers rely solely on the compelling force of 

superior argument, from more instrumental or hierarchical forms of communication (e.g., 

those found in advertising, business negotiations, religious sermons, and so on). These 

self-reflexive (albeit time-consuming) forms of interaction are not intended to result in 

universally binding decisions, but simply to create a provisional understanding (the 

necessary precondition for decision-making) among the members of a given community 

when normal social or political consensus breaks down. Thus their legitimacy is not 
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based on the universality of the knowledge produced through discursive interaction, but 

on the perceived universality of the process of discourse itself.

The encounters theorized by Habermas take place in the context of what he famously 

defined as the "public sphere". Participants in a public sphere must adhere to certain 

rules necessary to insulate this discursive space from the coercion and inequality that 

constrain human communication in normal daily life. Thus, according to Habermas, 

"every subject with the competence to speak is allowed to take part in discourse," 

"everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatsoever," "everyone is allowed to 

introduce any assertion whatsoever," and "everyone is allowed to express his or her 

attitudes, desires and needs."
[8]

 This egalitarian interaction cultivates a sense of 

"solidarity" among discursive co-participants, who are, as a result, "intimately linked in 

an inter-subjectively shared form of life".
[9]

 While there is no guarantee that these 

interactions will result in a consensus we nonetheless endow them with a provisional 

authority that influences us towards mutual understanding and reconciliation. Further, 

the very act of participating in these exchanges makes us better able to engage in 

discursive encounters and decision-making processes in the future.
[10]

 In attempting to 

present our views to others we are called upon to articulate them in a more systematic 

manner. In this way we are led to see ourselves from the other's point of view, and are 

thus, at least potentially, able to be more critical and self-aware about our own opinions. 

This self-critical awareness can lead, in turn, to a capacity to see our views, and our 

identities, as contingent, processual, and subject to creative transformation. 

While I don't want to suggest that the dialogical projects I've outlined illustrate 

Habermas's discourse theory, I do believe it can be productively employed as one 
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component of a larger analytic system. First, Habermas's concept of an identity forged 

through social and discursive interaction can help us understand the position taken up 

by groups like Wochenklausur. We typically view the artist as a kind of exemplary 

bourgeois subject, actualizing his or her will through the heroic transformation of nature 

or the assimilation of cultural difference—alchemically elevating the primitive, the 

degraded, and the vernacular into great art. Throughout, the locus of expressive 

meaning remains the radically autonomous figure of the individual artist. A dialogical 

aesthetic suggests a very different image of the artist; one defined in terms of open-

ness, of listening and a willingness to accept dependence and intersubjective 

vulnerability. The semantic productivity of these works occurs in the interstices between 

the artist and the collaborator. 

Habermas's concept of an "ideal speech situation" captures an important, and related, 

aspect of these works, which we can see in Wochenklausur's boat trips on Lake Zurich. 

The collaborators in this project (the attorneys, councilors, activists, editors, and so on 

who embarked on these short journeys) are constantly called upon to speak in a 

definitive and contentious manner in a public space (the courtroom, the editorial page, 

the parliament) in which dialogue is viewed as a contest of the wills (cf. Lyotard's model 

of "agonistic" communication). On the boat trips they were able to speak, and listen, not 

as delegates and representatives charged with defending a priori "positions" but as 

individuals sharing an extensive collective knowledge of the subject at hand; at the least 

these external forces were considerably reduced by the demand for self-reflexive 

attention created by the ritual and isolation of the boat trip itself. Moreover, the 

consensus they reached on a response to the drug problem in Zurich was not intended 

as a universally applicable solution to the “drug crisis,” but rather, as a pragmatic 
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response to a very specific aspect of that problem; the homelessness experienced by 

prostitutes. 

Drawing on Habermas's concept of discourse, there are two areas in which I would 

differentiate a dialogical aesthetic from a more traditional aesthetic model. The first area 

concerns claims of universality. Early modern philosophers rejected the idea of an 

aesthetic consensus achieved through actual dialogue with other subjects because it 

would fail to provide a sufficiently "objective" standard of judgment or communicability. In 

large measure this was due to the fact that they were writing in the epistemological 

shadow of a declining, but still resonant, theological world view. As a result the 

philosophical systems that hoped to compete with this perspective tended to simply 

replace one form of reassuringly transcendent authority (God) with another (reason, 

sensus communis, etc.). A dialogical aesthetic does not claim to provide, or require, this 

kind of universal or objective foundation. Rather, it is based on the generation of a local 

consensual knowledge that is only provisionally binding and that is grounded precisely at 

the level of collective interaction. Thus, the insights that are generated from the 

conversations of the high school students in The Roof is on Fire or Wochenklausur’s 

boat talks are not presented as emblematic of some timeless humanist essence, in the 

way that the sculptures of Phidias or Picasso's Guernica are typically treated in art 

history.

The second difference between a dialogical and a conventional model of the aesthetic 

concerns the specific relationship between identity and discursive experience. In the 

Enlightenment model of the aesthetic, the subject is prepared to participate in dialog 

through an essentially individual and somatic experience of "liking". It is only after 

passing through, and being worked on by, the process of aesthetic perception that one's 
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capacity for discursive interaction is enhanced (one literally becomes more open-minded 

following an encounter with a work of art, and thus, a more competent participant in 

social discourse). In a dialogical aesthetic, on the other hand, subjectivity is formed 

through discourse and inter-subjective exchange itself. Discourse is not simply a tool to 

be used to communicate an a priori "content" with other already formed subjects, but is 

itself intended to model subjectivity. This brings us to a complex point regarding the 

specific way in which Habermas defines discursive interaction. There are of course a 

number of criticisms one might make of Habermas's model, several of which relate to 

the bracketing of difference that is a pre-condition for participation in the public sphere. 

The most relevant criticism of Habermas, from the perspective of dialogical art practice, 

relates to his definition of the public sphere as a space of contending opinions and 

interests, in which the clash of forceful argumentation results in a final winning position 

that can compel the assent of the other parties. Discursive participants may have their 

opinions challenged, and even changed, but they enter into, and depart from, discourse 

as ontologically stable agents. Habermas implies that as rational subjects we respond 

only to the "illocutionary force" of the better argument or "good reasons".
[11]

 

But why should we necessarily respond to reason? What precisely makes an argument 

"good"? With reference to what, or whose, standard, values or interest is this superior 

strength or legitimacy determined? Further, what incentive do all these forceful speakers 

have to suspend their suasive campaigning in order to simply listen? How do we 

differentiate an assent won by rhetorical attrition from true understanding? One set of 

answers can be found in attempts to define a distinctly feminist model of epistemology. 

In their study Women's Ways of Knowing (1986) Mary Field Belenky and her co-authors 

identify what they term "connected knowing"; a form of knowledge based not on 
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counterpoised arguments, but on a conversational mode in which each interlocutor 

works to identify with the perspective of the others.
[12]

 This "procedural" form of 

knowledge is defined by two interrelated elements. First, it is concerned with recognizing 

the social imbededness and context within which others speak, judge and act. Rather 

than holding them accountable to some ideal or generalized standard, it attempts to 

situate a given discursive statement in the specific material conditions of the speaker. 

This involves a recognition of the speakers’ history (the events or conditions that 

preceded their involvement in a given discursive situation) and their position relative to 

modes of social, political and cultural power both within the discursive situation and 

outside it (thus acknowledging the operative force of the oppression and inequality that 

is ostensibly bracketed—and hence disavowed—in the Habermasian public sphere). 

The second characteristic of connected knowing involves the re-definition of discursive 

interaction in terms of empathetic identification. Rather than entering into communicative 

exchange with the goal of representing "self" through the advancement of already 

formed opinions and judgments, a connected knowledge is grounded in our capacity to 

identify with other people. It is through empathy that we can learn not simply to suppress 

self-interest through identification with some putatively universal perspective, or through 

the irresistible compulsion of logical argument, but to literally re-define self: to both know 

and feel our connectedness with others. In a follow up volume to Women's Way of 

Knowing (Knowledge, Difference and Power, 1996), Patrocinio Schweickart notes 

Habermas's tendency to "overvalue" argumentation as a form of knowledge production, 

and his inability to conceive of listening itself as active, productive and complex as 

speaking: "there is no recognition of the necessity to give an account of listening as 

doing something. . .the listener is reduced in Habermas's theory to the minimal quasi-
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speaking role of agreeing or disagreeing, silently saying yes or no."
[13]

Empathy is, of course, subject to its own kind of ethical and epistemological abuse. 

However, I also feel that a concept of empathetic insight is a necessary component of a 

dialogical aesthetic. Further, I would contend that precisely the pragmatic, physical 

process of collaborative production that occurs in the works I'm discussing (involving 

both verbal and bodily interaction) can help to generate this insight, while at the same 

time allowing for a discursive exchange that can acknowledge, rather than exile, the non-

verbal. This empathetic insight can be produced along a series of axes. The first occurs 

in the rapport between artists and their collaborators, especially in those situations in 

which the artist is working across boundaries of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality or 

class. These relationships can, of course, be quite difficult to negotiate equitably, as the 

artist often operates as an outsider, occupying a position of perceived cultural authority. 

This second axis of empathetic insight occurs among the collaborators themselves (with 

or without the mediating figure of the artist). Here the dialogical project can function to 

enhance solidarity among individuals who already share a common set of material and 

cultural circumstances (e.g., work with trade unions by artists such as Fred Lonidier in 

California or Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge in Canada). The final axis is produced 

between the collaborators and other communities of viewers (often subsequent to the 

actual production of a given project). Dialogical works can challenge dominant 

representations of a given community, and create a more complex understanding of, 

and empathy for, that community among a broader public. Of course these three 

functions—solidarity creation, solidarity enhancement, and the counter-hegemonic—

seldom exist in isolation. Any given project will typically operate in multiple registers. 

Suzanne Lacy’s The Roof is on Fire project, which I discussed earlier, provides a useful 
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example of collaboratively generated empathetic insight. In The Roof is on Fire, the 

space of the car, and the performative nature of the piece itself, provided the students 

with a stage on which to speak to each other as co-inhabitants of a specific culture and 

environment and, implicitly, to a generalized audience (whether the actual audience of 

over one thousand residents who attended the performance or the viewing public that 

saw coverage of the piece in the local and national media) that could function as a 

rhetorical stand-in for a dominant culture that is far more comfortable telling young 

people of color what to think than it is with hearing what they have to say. The process 

of listening that is of such central importance in dialogical projects is evidenced here 

both in Lacy's extensive discussions with the students in developing the project and in 

the attitude of open-ness encouraged in the viewer/over-hearer by the work itself. 

On the one hand this project demonstrates the empathetic and collaborative insight 

generated between Lacy and young people from quite different cultural backgrounds 

(and among the young people themselves). At the same time, it provides a space for 

identification between the students and the viewers of the work. One of the byproducts 

of the performance, in which Lacy's collaborators consistently expressed their concern 

over confrontations with the police in their daily lives, was a series of discussions 

between police and young people in Oakland that took place over several weeks. Lacy's 

goal was to create a "safe" discursive space (somewhat reminiscent of Wochenklausur's 

boat trips) in which young people could speak honestly to the police about their fears 

and concerns, and in which both police and young people could begin to identify with 

each other as individuals rather than abstractions (the "gangsta" or the "cop"). As Lacy 

writes: "The changes in body language of the ten officers and fifteen youth who met 

weekly over two months marked a transition from stereotypes to dimensional 
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personalities. I found my own perceptions changing as I encountered police in cars and 

young people in baggy jeans. Were they one of my friends, someone I know?".
[14]

 

Conclusion: Criticism and Collectivity

 

Dialogical practices require a common discursive matrix (linguistic, textual, physical, 

etc.) through which their participants can share insights, and forge a provisional sense of 

collectivity. As I pointed out in the introduction, however, forms of collective identity are 

anathema to the avant-garde tradition. “The idea of community,” according to Critical Art 

Ensemble, “is without doubt the liberal equivalent of the conservative notion of ‘family 

values’—neither exists in contemporary culture and both are grounded in political 

fantasy.”
[15]

 There is, of course, good reason to remain skeptical of essentialist models 

of community that require the assertion of a monolithic collectivity over and against the 

specific identities of its constituent members, and those who are seen as outside its 

(arbitrary) boundaries. There is a somewhat Manichean quality to some of these 

criticisms, however, as they establish an extremely stringent standard for politically 

acceptable models of collective experience and action. Any attempt to operate through a 

shared identity (the “Gay Community,” the “Chicano Community,” etc.) is condemned as 

a surrender to the ontological equivalent of kitsch. In her recent book One Place after 

Another critic Miwon Kwon evokes a stark contrast between "bureaucratic" community 

art projects that engage in proscribed forms of political representation and agency (the 

“community of mythic unity” as she describes it), and an art practice that is concerned 

precisely with calling community into question through a critical epiphany intended to 
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produce non-essentialist subjects.
[16]

If any collective identity is inherently corrupt, then the only legitimate goal of 

collaborative practice is to challenge or unsettle the viewer’s reliance on precisely such 

forms of identification. I would contend that identity is somewhat more complex than this 

formulation allows, and that it is possible to define oneself through solidarity with others 

while at the same recognizing the contingent nature of this identification. A recent project 

by the Nigerian artist Toro Adeniran-Kane (Mama Toro) demonstrates the capacity of 

tightly knit communities to approach difference from a position of dialogical openness 

rather than defensive hostility, forming provisional alliances across boundaries of race, 

ethnicity and geography. The project, A Better Life for Rural Women, was created as 

part of the "ArtBarns: After Kurt Schwitters" exhibition organized in the U.K. by Projects 

Environment (now Littoral) in the summer of 1999. 'Toro was born and raised in Nigeria, 

but has been living in Manchester for many years. The Art Barns project was inspired by 

the existence of a Kurt Schwitters installation, produced during his exile in England 

during WWII, in a barn located on a Lancashire farm. A number of artists were given the 

opportunity to produce site-specific works in barns in the hill-farming region of the 

Bowland Forest. For her ArtBarns project, 'Toro (working with Manchester artist Nick 

Fry) used the traditions of Nigerian wall painting to transform the barn interior into a 

performance space which was used for a variety of dances and other activities by 

African women who traveled to Bowland from Manchester during the course of the 

exhibition (Manchester has a large African immigrant population). 

It is important to note that 'Toro defined her role as an artist not simply in terms of the 

creation of the wall painting, but also through the facilitation of dialogical exchange. This 

performative dimension was amplified through a series of conversations that took place 
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between women from Manchester's African community and the hill farming families. 

These dialogues, which were held in the kitchen of one of the farms, led to the shared 

recognition that the hill farming community and the African immigrant community had 

much in common. Many of the women came from small farming villages in Somalia, 

Nigeria and the Sudan and were more familiar with the rhythms of work and life in the 

Bowland Forest than they were with the urbanized lifestyle of Manchester. In this 

exchange neither the hill farmers nor the women from Manchester felt compelled to 

surrender their existing identities (of nationality, race, ethnicity, etc.) in order to constitute 

a new, provisional community based around their shared material circumstances and 

experiences (the spatio-cultural context of the farming village). 

A frequent topic of discussion in these dialogues was the limited access that the African 

women had to fresh produce. Living in Manchester they were often forced to shop at 

over-priced grocery stores filled with pre-packaged and refined food, and little in the way 

of fresh vegetables and other staples that would have formed the core of their diet back 

home. They were particularly concerned about growing health problems in Manchester's 

African immigrant community due to this restricted diet. One of the concrete outcomes of 

their conversations in Bowland was the formation of a buying cooperative that would 

allow them to purchase food directly from the farming community there, thus saving the 

farmers the money that would have been lost to middle-men, and insuring the women 

access to fresh produce at a reasonable cost.
[17]

 Collective identities are not only, or 

always, essentializing. In this project the African immigrant and hill farming communities 

were able to retain a coherent sense of cultural and political identity while also remaining 

open to the transformative effects of difference through dialogical exchange. Toro’s 

project, along with recent works by Ala Plastica, Ernesto Noriega, Littoral, Temporary 
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Services, and Wochenklausur, among others, suggest a more nuanced model of 

collective identity and action; one that steers cautiously between the Scylla of 

essentialist closure and the Charybdis of a rootless skepticism.

 

Grant Kester, University of San Diego, California, 2004
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"Collaboration and Community" by Scott London

 
By Scott London 

Civic collaboration is a process of shared decision-making in which all the parties with a stake in a 
problem constructively explore their differences and develop a joint strategy for action. The ethic of 
collaboration is premised on the belief that politics does not have to be a zero-sum game where one 
party wins and one party loses, or where both sides settle for a compromise. If the right people are 
brought together in constructive ways and with the appropriate information they can not only create 
authentic visions and strategies for addressing their joint problems but also, in many cases, 
overcome their limited perspectives of what is possible.

In a time of widespread frustration with politics-as-usual, in which confrontation, hierarchy, and 
exclusion characterize our primary means of problem-solving, the principles of collaboration are 
seen by many organizations, communities, and civic leaders as a more effective means of working 
for change than forming coalitions, task forces, commissions, interest groups, and other, more 
traditional kinds of partnerships.

While the term collaboration (and its various offshoots � collaborative leadership, community 
alliances, participatory problem solving, etc.) is bandied about a great deal today as an answer to 
politics-as-usual, surprisingly little substantive research has been done on the subject. As two 
scholars at the University of Wisconsin- Madison recently pointed out, "despite the attractiveness of 
the idea, most of the literature remains of an advocacy genre. Little research and evaluation are 
available, and few examples of successful large- scale multiagency collaboration have been 
identified."[1]

Despite the shortage of formal research on collaboration, however, there is a growing body of 
literature on the subject. This paper reviews some of the principal sources in order to better 
understand: What is collaboration? How does it differ from other models of cooperation? What are 
the prerequisites and dynamics of effective collaboration? What makes an effective collaborative 
leader? What are some of the obstacles to successful collaboration? And how do we create more 
collaborative communities? The paper includes an annotated survey of some of the key works on the 
subject.

What is Collaboration?

As its Latin roots com and laborare suggest, collaboration reduced to its simplest definition means 
"to work together." The search for a more comprehensive definition leads to a myriad of possibilities 
each having something to offer and none being entirely satisfactory on its own.[2] These range from 
the formally academic ("a process of joint decision making among key stakeholders of a problem 
domain about the future of that domain"[3]) to the downright esoteric ("an interactive process having 
a shared transmutational purpose"[4]). The most robust definition (and the most commonly cited) 
seems to be found in Barbara Gray's Collaborating: Finding Common Ground for Multiparty 
Problems. She describes collaboration as "a process through which parties who see different 
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aspects of a problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go 
beyond their own limited vision of what is possible."[5] In Collaborative Leadership, David Chrislip 
and Carl Larson offer a slightly different but also useful definition: "It is a mutually beneficial 
relationship between two or more parties who work toward common goals by sharing responsibility, 
authority, and accountability for achieving results."[6]

Collaboration holds widespread appeal to people from every position on the political spectrum, not 
because it offers everything to everyone (as some of the literature advocating collaboration seems to 
suggest), but because it deals with a process, as distinct from a program, agenda, or outcome. 
Collaboration prompts us to look at the very process by which we arrive at political choices, whatever 
those choices happen to be.

Collaboration may be appropriate under a variety of circumstances, from resolving a neighborhood 
or environmental dispute,[7] to revitalizing an economically depressed area,[8] to settling a conflict 
between communities, to a joint venture among businesses, to promoting greater civic participation 
and involvement in the well-being of a community. Collaborative endeavors generally share a 
number of basic characteristics:

�●     The problems are ill-defined, or there is disagreement about how they should be defined. 
�●     Several stakeholders have a vested interest in the problems and are interdependent. 
�●     These stakeholders are not necessarily identified a priori or organized in any systematic way. 
�●     There may be a disparity of power and/or resources for dealing with the problems among the 

stakeholders. 
�●     Stakeholders may have different levels of expertise and different access to information about 

the problems. 
�●     The problems are often characterized by technical complexity and scientific uncertainty 
�●     Differing perspectives on the problems often lead to adversarial relationships among the 

stakeholders 
�●     Incremental or unilateral efforts to deal with the problems typically produce less than 

satisfactory solutions 
�●     Existing processes for addressing the problems have proved insufficient 

Collaborative endeavors take many forms. Some common varieties include: public-private 
partnerships, also known as social partnerships � ad hoc alliances between otherwise independent 
organizations which span both the public and the private sectors;[9] future commissions, also 
known as search conferences, in which citizens and community leaders analyze trends, develop 
alternative scenarios of the future, and establish recommendations and goals for the community;[10] 
interagency collaborations aimed at improving social services to children, families, and other 
members of a community;[11] electronic networks designed to link various civic, educational, 
business, and governmental institutions within a community or region through computer networks;
[12] school- community partnerships designed to foster greater collaboration between secondary 
schools and key community institutions;[13] networks and linkages � loosely structured alliances 
among groups, organizations, and citizens that share a commitment to a particular issue or place;
[14] and regional collaboration where local governments work together to promote economic 
development and service delivery.[15]

Collaboration occurs in many spheres of human activity, of course, and is not limited to civic affairs. 
While the focus of this paper is on civic collaboration, it should be noted that a great deal has been 
written about collaboration in the fields of organizational and management theory, microeconomics, 
linguistics, epistemology, democratic theory, and especially education.[16]

Collaboration vs. Other Models of Cooperation

Collaborative partnerships can be broadly grouped under two headings: those aimed at resolving 
conflicts and those designed to develop and advance shared visions for the future.[17] In both cases, 
the process concentrates on carefully defining and, if need be, redefining the issues involved before 
moving on to solutions. As David Mathews writes, "We cannot even begin to agree on how we 
should act until we have a common definition of the problem, one that reflects an understanding of 
our own interests, the interests of others, and how the two diverge and converge."[18]

The Virtual Community by 
Howard Rheingold

TRANSLATION:

This paper is available in a 
French translation by Jean-
Pierre Bélanger
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Collaboration, then, involves articulating a shared purpose and direction and working toward joint 
decisions. This distinguishes it from other forms of cooperation which may involve common interests 
but are not based on a collectively articulated goal or vision. Ann Austin and Roger Baldwin note that 
while there are obvious similarities between cooperation and collaboration, the former involves 
preestablished interests while the latter involves collectively defined goals.[19] Melaville and Blank 
take a similar view. In the context of interagency collaboration, they suggest that "a collaborative 
strategy is called for ... where the need and intent is to change fundamentally the way services are 
designed and delivered." By contrast, cooperation merely involves "coordinat[ing] existing 
services."[20]

Banding together to work for common goals is not a new idea in politics. The literature is full of 
examples of how community building blocks � religious groups, unions, ethnic and civic groups, small 
businesses, political organizations � have formed cooperative ventures, community interest groups, 
neighborhood task forces, and civic coalitions. What often distinguishes these groups from 
collaborative alliances, however, is that they are often seen as the most effective means of 
advancing a predetermined political agenda. In his book CommonWealth, Harry Boyte describes 
these kinds of community groups as a populist response to entrenched power structures. "Through 
confrontation and other means," he writes, these advocacy groups or "people's organizations" often 
"challenge specific, visible targets in the local power structure to produce concrete, tangible 
results."[21] As Robert Zdenek, president of a Chicago neighborhood association, observes: "If 
you're doing advocacy, it's more confrontational, more strident. If you're doing development, it's more 
collaborative."[22]

David Mathews points out that because traditional forms of citizen organizations such as coalitions, 
advocacy groups, and advisory commissions so dominate our experiences, we are often unable to 
imagine the other forms civic associations can take. But, he says, there are a growing number of 
community organizations across the country today that are focused more on building a public 
agenda than advancing a specific cause, that are based on inclusiveness rather than representation, 
that emphasize citizens empowerment rather than the manipulation of existing power structures, that 
are focused on building relationships rather than "winning" or shifting the balance of power in a 
community. What sets these types of associations apart, Mathews explains, "is the notion that 
politics has more to do with the connections among a variety of problems than with certain particular 
problems. Associations of this kind have a broad comprehensive outlook; they see their work as 
continuing over the long term."[23]

The Principles of Collaboration

What are the preconditions for effective collaboration? Most observers agree that it must be 
democratic and inclusive; that is, it must be free of hierarchies of any kind and it must include all 
parties who have a stake in the problem. As Cornelia Butler Flora et al. point out, "without community 
empowerment and broad participation in agenda setting, the ... decision-making process of 
discussion, debate, and compromise is relatively meaningless."[24]

The case against hierarchies is best summed up by David Osborne and Ted Gaebler who note that 
centralized and hierarchical associations tend to be divided up into many layers and boxes. "People 
begin to identify with their unit � their turf. [In hierarchies] communication across units and between 
layers becomes difficult."[25]

Even so, for collaboration to be successful it must be based on the commitment and/or involvement 
of prominent leaders in the community such as mayors, city council members, chief executive 
officers, and the like. In their analysis of what made collaboration successful in six case studies, 
Chrislip and Larson point out that the support of high-level, visible leaders "brought credibility to the 
effort and was an essential aspect of the success of the endeavor."[26]

There is general agreement that collaboration must be highly inclusive to be legitimate. Robert 
Theobald, for instance, writes that "all the leadership of a community" must be involved, "whether 
participants fit traditional definitions of leaders or not."[27] Chrislip and Larson agree, noting that all 
the successful collaborations they studied "involved many participants from several sectors � for 
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example, government, business, and community groups � as opposed to few participants 
predominantly from one sector."[28] The level of participation required, however, is partly a function 
of what type of collaboration is being sought. Clearly, some forms of collaboration � such as 
interagency partnerships � require only that the relevant stakeholders be included.

Barbara Gray observes that collaboration can only be meaningful if the stakeholders are 
interdependent. "Collaboration establishes a give and take among the stakeholders that is designed 
to produce solutions that none of them working independently could achieve." In this way, they all 
depend on each other to produce mutually beneficial solutions.[29] It is also necessary that the 
parties form a temporary community, as Marvin Weisbord et al. observe, in order to prevent 
discussions from degenerating into "information exchange session[s]."[30]

Several other points may be necessary to consider before embarking on a collaborative venture:

�●     What are the structural relationships between the parties and the possible power issues 
inherent in the collaborative arrangement? 

�●     Is there a clear understanding among all the parties of the respective goals of the other 
participants? 

�●     What form of leadership is required to facilitate the process? 
�●     Does the project have some form of integrating structure, such as a cross-section of steering 

committees, to facilitate and coordinate decision-making and implementation? 
�●     Will the project be more effective with a neutral, third-party mediator? 
�●     Should the media be involved? 
�●     Does the project have enough time, money, and staff support?[31] 

The Dynamics of Collaboration

The process of collaboration is seldom simple and straight-forward. It usually moves through several 
distinct phases beginning with an analysis of the situation and a diagnosis of the key issues involved, 
and moving on to a definition of the fundamental mission or desired outcome, a shared vision, a 
strategy to achieve the vision and the goals, a timetable for that strategy, and concluding with the 
measurement and evaluation of results.

Barbara Gray describes this as a three-phase process. The first phase, which she calls the 
prenegotiation or problem-setting phase, is often the most difficult. Six issues need to be addressed 
at this point: 1) the parties must arrive at a shared definition of the problem, including how it relates 
to the interdependence of the various stakeholders; 2) the parties must make a commitment to 
collaborate; 3) other stakeholders must be identified whose involvement may be necessary for the 
success of the endeavor; 4) the parties must acknowledge and accept the legitimacy of the other 
participants; 5) the parties must decide what type of convener or leader can bring the parties 
together; and 6) the parties must determine what resources are needed for the collaboration to 
proceed.[32]

During the second phase, the parties identify the interests which brought them to the table, 
determine how they differ from the interests of others, set directions and establish shared goals. 
Gray calls this the direction-setting phase. It is characterized by six essential steps: 1) establishing 
ground rules; 2) setting the agenda; 3) organizing subgroups ("especially if the number of issues to 
be discussed is large or the number of stakeholders exceeds the twelve- to-fifteen-member limit for 
effective group functioning"); 4) undertaking a joint information search to establish and consider the 
essential facts of the issue involved; 5) exploring the pros and cons of various alternatives; and 6) 
reaching agreement and settling for a course of action.[33]

The final step of the collaborative process is the implementation phase during which 1) participating 
groups or organizations deal with their constituencies; 2) parties garner the support of those who will 
be charged with implementing the agreement; 3) structures for implementation are established; and 
finally 4) the agreement is monitored and compliance is ensured.[34]

Collaborative ventures obviously vary a great deal and not all of them can or want to follow this 
general framework. Much will depend on the nature of the endeavor, the number of people or parties 
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involved, the time-frame, and the resources at hand.

There are differing opinions about what role consensus plays in the process of collaboration. Some 
argue that it is a process which does not necessarily lead to agreement on all issues. Rather, as one 
report put it, a "culture of collaboration" evolves during a project in which participants come to accept 
differences and "constantly redefine the terms of their agreements in order to reflect their growing 
understanding of mutual interests and goals."[35] Barbara Gray acknowledges that not all 
collaborations lead to consensus, but adds that when agreements for action are reached they are 
always done so by consensus. "Consensus is achieved when each of the stakeholders agrees that 
they can live with a proposed solution, even though it may not be their most preferred solution."[36]

Collaborative Leadership

Robert Theobald has suggested that "any useful understanding of networks and linkages must be 
placed within the context of changing authority structures." That is to say, the growing interest in 
collaboration can be seen as part of "a bumpy transition" away from "top-down power structures" 
toward a new way of coordinating activities and making decisions.[37] In this context, such traditional 
leadership qualities as power, charisma, persuasiveness, the ability to take unilateral action, etc., 
may be not only inappropriate but damaging to the process.

Collaboration is a process in which the group as a whole must be self- governing and in which all 
participants are equally represented in the making of joint decisions. An effective leader must guide 
and coordinate that decision-making process. "The power of position is of little help in this world of 
peers," Chrislip and Larson observe, "nor are the traditional hierarchical, political, and confrontational 
models of leadership. Those who lead collaborative efforts ... rely on both a new vision of leadership 
and new skills and behaviors to help communities and organizations realize their visions, solve 
problems, and get results."[38]

This new form of leadership has been variously defined as transformative, facilitative, or "servant" 
leadership. In his seminal work on the subject, James MacGregor Burns describes transforming 
leadership as a process by which "one or more persons engage with each other in such a way that 
leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and morality." The key to this 
type of leadership, he says, is the discovery of shared purpose and the interplay between motives 
and values.[39] James Svara, in his book Facilitative Leadership in Local Government, observes that 
collaborative leaders "stress empathetic communication, think in 'win- win' terms rather than seeing 
their interests in conflict with those of others, and use synergism to make the whole greater than the 
sum of the parts."[40] Robert Theobald illustrates "servant" leadership with a quote from Lao Tsu: 
"When the leader leads well, the people say they did it themselves."[41]

Some of the essential qualities of collaborative leadership are summed up by Richard Wellins and 
his colleagues in their book, Empowered Teams:

�●     Ability to learn 
�●     Business planning 
�●     Communication (oral and written) 
�●     Delegation of authority and responsibility 
�●     Developing organizational talent 
�●     Follow-up 
�●     Identification of problems 
�●     Individual leadership (influence) 
�●     Information monitoring 
�●     Initiative 
�●     Judgment 
�●     Maximizing performance 
�●     Motivation to empower others 
�●     Operational planning 
�●     Rapport building[42] 
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In his classic 1951 work Group Leadership and Democratic Action, Franklyn Haiman discusses a 
number of fundamental principles at the heart of collaborative leadership. He notes, for instance, that 
the only circumstances people fully understand are those that they have experienced themselves, 
and the only ideas they fully grasp are those which they have participated in formulating. By 
extension, decisions which are a product of the group's own efforts elicit more solid and enduring 
support than the edicts of a single person or a select few. Furthermore, collaborative leadership 
builds a group that will not fall apart if something happens to the leader. Haiman also points out, and 
this point deserves emphasis, that "there is no particular virtue in [group] unity unless it has been 
achieved through diversity and is constantly subject to the ever-changing pressures of individual 
differences."[43]

David Straus, one of the pioneers in the field of collaboration, outlines a number of steps toward 
what he calls "visionary leadership": 1) share an inspiring vision; 2) focus on results, process, and 
relationship; 3) seek maximum appropriate involvement; 4) model behaviors that facilitate 
collaboration; 5) design pathways to action; 6) bring out the best in others; and 7) celebrate 
achievement.[44]

A collaborative leader is thus a person who assumes the role of discussion leader, not executive. It 
is a person who puts aside whatever authority, expertise, position, and influence he or she may have 
in the outside world in order to foster discussion and deliberation among the members of the group. 
In short, "the leadership role is to convene, energize, facilitate, and sustain the process."[45]

The Limitations of Collaboration

There may be circumstances under which collaboration is not the best course of action. To 
determine whether or not it is appropriate to initiate a collaborative venture, it is necessary for all 
parties to fully understand the limitations of the process:

�●     Collaboration is a notoriously time-consuming process and is not suitable for problems that 
require quick and decisive action. 

�●     Power inequalities among the parties can derail the process. 
�●     The norms of consensus and joint decision-making sometimes require that the common good 

take precedence over the interests of a few. 
�●     Collaboration works best in small groups and often breaks down in groups that are too large. 
�●     Collaboration is meaningless without the power to implement final decisions. 

The literature is full of examples of poorly executed collaborations that failed to yield substantive 
results, ran out of funding, failed to garner enough interest or support from the leadership of the 
community, or stalled because of irreconcilable differences between stakeholders. As Barbara Gray 
notes, "Many well-intentioned efforts to involve the public in government decisions, for example, are 
exercises in frustration and often exacerbate rather than improve the situation because careful 
attention to the process of managing differences is neglected."[46]

Some of the circumstances under which it is best not to collaborate include: 1) when one party has 
unchallenged power to influence the final outcome; 2) when the conflict is rooted in deep-seated 
ideological differences; 3) when power is unevenly distributed; 4) when constitutional issues are 
involved or legal precedents are sought; and when a legitimate convener cannot be found.[47]

Building Collaborative Communities

In "Bowling Alone: America's Declining Social Capital," one of the most oft-cited articles in recent 
memory, Robert Putnam observes that membership in associations � from labor unions and women's 
groups to sports leagues and parent-teacher associations � has been on a steady decline over the 
last decade or two. This trend, he says, is especially troublesome in the light of Tocqueville's 
observations in the 19th century about Americans' great affinity for associations. The trend is also 
disquieting on economic and political grounds: not only do networks of relationships of trust promote 
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the growth and development of the economy in a given region, they also allow issues to be 
discussed more rationally than is possible when politics is conducted primarily though large, 
impersonal intermediaries such as national membership organizations and the mass media.

Putnam uses the term "social capital" to describe the networks and norms of trust and reciprocity 
that promote civic cooperation. One of the most pressing questions for the future, he contends, is 
how to reverse America's declining social capital and restore civic engagement and trust. The value 
of Putnam's concept of social capital is that it calls attention to the essential social role of strong 
relations among citizens. These relations are the foundation for all organized collective effort, 
including collaborative endeavors of all kinds.[48]

As Putnam and others point out, building collaborative communities must begin by fostering social 
capital. In practice, that may mean strengthening what Ray Oldenburg, in The Great Good Place, 
calls "third places" � the core settings of informal public life such as taverns, libraries, cafes, and 
community centers that provide a relaxed forum for citizens to interact and discuss issues of 
common concern.[49] By providing venues for the formation of social relations based on reciprocity 
and trust, communities can begin to create a civic infrastructure that lends itself to collaboration.

Scott Fosler and Renee Berger, in their study of public-private partnerships, note that "civic 
foundations" are critical to the development of partnerships and collaborations. By civic foundations, 
they mean:

�●     A positive civic culture that encourages citizen participation rooted in a practical concern for 
the community as a whole. 

�●     A realistic and commonly accepted vision of the community that takes into account strengths 
and weaknesses in identifying what the community can and should become. 

�●     Effective building-block civic organizations that blend the self- interest of their members with 
the broader interest of the community and translate that dual interest into effective action, 

�●     A network among the key groups that encourages communication among leaders of every 
important segment and facilitates the mediation of differences among competing interests. 

�●     The inclination to nurture civic entrepreneurs � that is, leaders whose knowledge, imagination, 
and energy are directed toward enterprises that will benefit the community, whether in the 
public sector, the private sector, or both. 

�●     Continuity in policy, including the ability to adapt to changing circumstances, which minimizes 
uncertainty and fosters confidence in individual and group enterprises.[50] 

Creating an environment that is conducive to collaboration may also involve restructuring traditional 
citizen-government ties. One way to do this is to develop working relationships between citizens and 
government officials that are mutually advantageous. Harry Boyte tells the story of when the leaders 
of BUILD, a local community organization in Baltimore, first met with their senator Paul Sarbanes. As 
the group walked into his office, he smiled and asked them what he could do for them. "Nothing," 
they said simply, "we're here to get to know you. We want to know why you're here, what are your 
interests and concerns. We think that will help us develop a working relationship over time."[51]

Another step may be to create a credible, open forum for collaborative ventures to develop. In an 
period of pervasive cynicism and suspicion of politics and government, many citizens and civic 
groups need to be assured of the legitimacy of working relationships. As Chrislip and Larson point 
out,

If it is a credible process (that is, it has both integrity and a fair chance of producing 
results) and an open process (that is, the dialogue is both honest and receptive to 
different points of view), then people will invest the energy � the enormous expenditure 
of energy necessary to make collaboration succeed. Creating and nurturing this open 
and credible process is extraordinarily important for those who are initiating 
collaboration.[52]

In Discovering Common Ground, Marvin Weisbord and his colleagues offer a set of very detailed 
design criteria "toward the collaborative community" that involves the following eight steps: 1) involve 
community leaders from a wide range of "functional sectors" � public safety, recreation, social welfare, 
mass media, art and culture, politics, businesses, and the religious community; 2) recruit, motivate, 
and mobilize a diverse groups of people, including the young, middle-aged, and elderly, minorities, 
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and the handicapped; 3) "develop new ways for the polarized, distrustful segments of the community 
to be included"; 4) demonstrate the value of differences of traditions, ideas, beliefs, needs, and 
expectations as a resource; 5) foster civic entrepreneurship � that is, the skills needed to develop 
collaborative networks and support their effective functioning; 6) increase the awareness, sensitivity, 
and skills of professionals, volunteers, leaders, and members to allow them to bring in other 
members of the community; 7) develop procedures for linking ad hoc initiators and groups into the 
ongoing structures of the community; and 8) develop effective follow-up strategies on goals, 
intentions, and plans discussed during the initial stages of collaboration.[53]

Building collaborative communities thus involves a wide range of activities, from fostering social 
capital and creating free spaces for citizens to come together naturally, to bringing groups, 
organizations, and citizens together for constructive dialogues.

As David Mathews has said, "all fundamental political problems are problems of relationships; 
therefore, all fundamental solutions have to involve fundamental changes in relationships."[54] The 
promise of collaboration is not only that it helps us redefine our relationships with each other, but that 
it helps us create, in Marvin Weisbord's words, "a joint relationship to the wider world."[55]

* * *
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