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the unities of Discourse

the use of concepts of discontinuity, rup-
ture, threshold, limit, series, and transfor-
mation present all historical analysis not
only with questions of procedure, but with
theoretical problems. it is these problems
that will be studied here (the questions of
procedure  will  be  examined  in  later
empirical studies -  if  the opportunity,  the
desire,  and  the  courage  to  undertake
them do not desert me). these theoreti-
cal problems too will be examined only in
a particular field: in those disciplines - so
unsure of their frontiers, and so vague in
content - that we call the history of ideas,
or of thought, or of science, or of knowl-
edge.

But there is a negative work to be carried
out first: we must rid ourselves of a whole
mass of notions, each of which, in its own
way,  diversifies  the  theme  of  continuity.
they may not have a very rigorous con-
ceptual  structure,  but  they  have  a  very
precise function. take the notion of tradi-
tion:  it  is  intended to give a special tem-

The Archaeology of Knowledge

Column

by Michel Foucault
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poral  status  to  a  group  of  phenomena
that are both successive and identical (or
at  least  similar);  it  makes  it  possible  to
rethink  the  dispersion  of  history  in  the
form of the same; it allows a reduction of
the difference proper to every beginning,
in  order  to  pursue  without  discontinuity
the endless search for the origin; tradition
enables us  to  isolate  the new against  a
background of permanence, and to trans-
fer its merit to originality, to genius, to the
decisions  proper  to  individuals.  then
there  is  the  notion  of  influence,  which
provides a support - of too magical a kind
to be very amenable to analysis - for the
facts of transmission and communication;
which  refers  to  an  apparently  causal
process (but with neither rigorous delimi-
tation nor  theoretical definition)  the phe-
nomena  of  resemblance  or  repetition;
which  links,  at  a  distance  and  through
time  -  as  if  through  the  mediation  of  a
medium of propagation such defined uni-
ties  as  individuals,  œuvres,  notions,  or
theories. there are the notions of devel-
opment and evolution: they make it pos-
sible to group a succession of dispersed
events, to link them to one and the same
organising  principle,  to  subject  them  to
the exemplary power of life (with its adap-
tations,  its  capacity  for  innovation,  the
incessant  correlation  of  its  different  ele-
ments,  its  systems  of  assimilation  and
exchange), to discover, already at work in
each beginning, a principle of coherence
and the outline of a future unity, to master
time  through  a  perpetually  reversible
relation between an origin and a term that
are never given, but are always at work.
there  is  the  notion  of  'spirit',  which
enables  us  to  establish  between  the
simultaneous or successive phenomena
of a given period a community of mean-
ings,  symbolic  links,  an  interplay  of

resemblance  and  reflexion,  or  which
allows  the sovereignty of  collective con-
sciousness to emerge as the principle of
unity and explanation. We must question
those  ready-made  syntheses,  those
groupings that we normally accept before
any  examination,  those  links  whose
validity is recognised from the outset; we
must  oust  those  forms  and  obscure
forces  by which we usually  link  the  dis-
course of one man with  that of another;
they  must  be  driven  out  from  the  dark-
ness in which they reign. and instead of
according them unqualified, spontaneous
value,  we  must  accept,  in  the  name  of
methodological  rigour,  that,  in  the  first
instance, they concern only a population
of dispersed events.

We must also question those divisions or
groupings  with  which  we  have  become
so familiar. can one accept, as such, the
distinction  between  the  major  types  of
discourse, or that between such forms or
genres as science, literature, philosophy,
religion,  history,  fiction,  etc.,  and  which
tend to create certain great historical indi-
vidualities? We are not even sure of our-
selves when we use these distinctions in
our  own  world  of  discourse,  let  alone
when we are analysing groups of  state-
ments which, when first formulated, were
distributed, divided, and characterised in
a quite different way: after all,  'literature'
and 'politics' are recent categories, which
can  be  applied  to  medieval  culture,  or
even  classical  culture,  only  by  a  retro-
spective hypothesis, and by an interplay
of  formal  analogies  or  semantic  resem-
blances;  but  neither  literature,  nor  poli-
tics,  nor  philosophy  and  the  sciences
articulated  the  field  of  discourse,  in  the
seventeenth  or  eighteenth  century,  as
they did in the nineteenth century. in any

case, these divisions - whether our own,
or those contemporary with the discourse
under  examination  -  are  always  them-
selves  reflexive  categories,  principles  of
classification, normative rules, institution-
alised types: they, in turn, are facts of dis-
course  that  deserve  to  be  analysed
beside others; of course, they also have
complex  relations  with  each  other,  but
they are not intrinsic, autochthonous, and
universally recognisable characteristics.
But  the  unities  that must  be  suspended
above  all  are  those  that  emerge  in  the
most  immediate way:  those of  the book
and  the  œuvre.  at  first  sight,  it  would
seem that one could not abandon these
unities  without  extreme  artificiality.  are
they not given  in  the most definite way?
there  is  the material  individualisation of
the  book,  which  occupies  a  determined
space which has an economic value, and
which  itself  indicates,  by  a  number  of
signs,  the  limits  of  its  beginning  and  its
end; and there is the establishment of an
oeuvre, which we  recognise  and  delimit
by attributing a certain number of texts to
an author. and yet as soon as one looks
at the matter a little more closely the diffi-
culties  begin.  the  material  unity  of  the
book? is this the same in the case of an
anthology  of  poems,  a  collection  of
posthumous  fragments,  Desargues'
traité  des  coniques,  or  a  volume  of
Michelet's  histoire  de  France?  is  it  the
same in the case of Mallarmé's un coup
de dés, the trial of Gilles de rais, Butor's
san Marco, or a catholic missal? in other
words, is not the material unity of the vol-
ume a weak, accessory unity  in  relation
to  the  discursive  unity  of which  it  is  the
support? But is this discursive unity itself
homogeneous and uniformly applicable?
a  novel  by  stendhal  and  a  novel  by
Dostoyevsky do not have the same rela-

tion  of  individuality  as  that  between  two
novels  belonging  to  Balzac's  cycle  la
comédie  humaine;  and  the  relation
between Balzac's novels is not the same
as that existing between Joyce's ulysses
and the Odyssey. the frontiers of a book
are never clear-cut: beyond the title,  the
first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its
internal configuration and its autonomous
form, it is caught up in a system of refer-
ences  to  other  books,  other  texts,  other
sentences: it is a node within a network.
and this network of references is not the
same in the case of a mathematical trea-
tise,  a  textual  commentary,  a  historical
account, and an episode in a novel cycle;
the unity of the book, even in the sense of
a group of relations, cannot be regarded
as identical in each case. the book is not
simply the object that one holds in one's
hands; and it cannot remain within the lit-
tle parallelepiped that contains it: its unity
is variable and  relative. as soon as one
questions  that  unity,  it  lows  its  self-evi-
dence; it indicates itself, constructs itself,
only on the basis of a complex field of dis-
course.

the  problems  raised  by  the œuvre  are
even more difficult. Yet, at first sight, what
could  be  more  simple?  a  collection  of
texts that can be designated by the sign
of  a  proper  name.  But  this  designation
(even  leaving  to  one  side  problems  of
attribution)  is  not  a  homogeneous  func-
tion: does  the name of an author desig-
nate in the same way a text that he has
published under his name, a text that he
has  presented  under  a  pseudonym,
another found after his death in the form
of an unfinished draft, and another that is
merely  a  collection  of  jottings,  a  note-
book? the establishment  of  a  complete
oeuvre presupposes a number of choices
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that are difficult  to  justify or even  to  for-
mulate:  is  it  enough  to  add  to  the  texts
published  by  the  author  those  that  he
intended  for  publication  but  which
remained  unfinished  by  the  fact  of  his
death?  should  one  also  include  all  his
sketches and first drafts, with all their cor-
rections and crossings out? should one
add  sketches  that  he  himself  aban-
doned? and what status should be given
to letters, notes, reported conversations,
transcriptions  of  what  he  said  made  by
those present at the time, in short, to that
vast mass of verbal traces left by an indi-
vidual at his death, and which speak in an
endless confusion so many different lan-
guages  (langages)?  in  any  case,  the
name  'Mallarmé'  does  not  refer  in  the
same  way  to  his  themes  (translation
exercises  from French  into english),  his
translations  of  edgar  allan  Poe,  his
poems, and his replies to questionnaires;
similarly, the same relation does not exist
between the name nietzsche on the one
hand  and  the  youthful  autobiographies,
the scholastic dissertations, the philologi-
cal articles, Zarathustra, ecco homo, the
letters,  the  last  postcards  signed
'Dionysos' or 'Kaiser nietzsche', and the
innumerable notebooks with their jumble
of  laundry  bills  and  sketches  for  apho-
risms.  in  fact,  if  one  speaks,  so  undis-
criminately  and  unreflectingly  of  an
author's œuvre,  it  is because one  imag-
ines it to be defined by a certain expres-
sive function. One is admitting that there
must be a  level  (as deep as  it  is neces-
sary  to  imagine  it)  at  which  the  oeuvre
emerges,  in  all  its  fragments,  even  the
smallest,  most  inessential  ones,  as  the
expression  of  the  thought,  the  experi-
ence,  the  imagination,  or  the  uncon-
scious  of  the  author,  or,  indeed,  of  the
historical  determinations  that  operated

upon him. But it is at once apparent that
such a unity, far from being given imme-
diately  is  the  result of an operation;  that
this  operation  is  interpretative  (since  it
deciphers, in the text, the transcription of
something that it both conceals and man-
ifests); and that the operation that deter-
mines  the opus,  in  its  unity,  and  conse-
quently  the œuvre  itself,  will  not  be  the
same  in  the  case  of  the  author  of  the
théâtre et  son Double  (artaud) and  the
author  of  the  tractatus  (Wittgenstein),
and  therefore  when  one  speaks  of  an
œuvre in each case one is using the word
in  a  different  sense.  the œuvre  can  be
regarded neither as an  immediate unity,
nor as a certain unity, nor as a homoge-
neous unity.

One last precaution must be taken to dis-
connect the unquestioned continuities by
which we organise,  in advance,  the dis-
course  that we are  to analyse: we must
renounce  two  linked,  but  opposite
themes.  the  first  involves  a wish  that  it
should never be possible to assign, in the
order of discourse, the irruption of a real
event;  that  beyond  any  apparent  begin-
ning, there is always a secret origin - so
secret  and  so  fundamental  that  it  can
never be quite grasped in itself. thus one
is  led  inevitably,  through  the  naïvety  of
chronologies,  towards  an  ever-receding
point  that  is  never  itself  present  in  any
history;  this point  is merely  its own void;
and  from  that  point  all  beginnings  can
never  be more  than  recommencements
or occultation (in one and the same ges-
ture, this and that). to this theme is con-
nected  another  according  to  which  all
manifest  discourse  is  secretly  based on
an  'already-said';  and  that  this  'already
said'  is  not  merely  a  phrase  that  has
already been spoken, or a  text  that has

already  been written,  but  a  'never-said',
an  incorporeal  discourse,  a  voice  as
silent as a breath, a writing that is merely
the hollow of its own mark. it is supposed
therefore that everything that is formulat-
ed in discourse was already articulated in
that semi-silence that precedes it, which
continues  to  run  obstinately  beneath  it,
but  which  it  covers  and  silences.  the
manifest discourse, therefore, is really no
more  than  the  repressive  presence  of
what it does not say; and this 'not-said' is
a hollow  that undermines  from within all
that is said. the first theme sees the his-
torical analysis of discourse as the quest
for  and  the  repetition  of  an  origin  that
eludes  all  historical  determination;  the
second  sees  it  as  the  interpretation  of
'hearing' of an 'already-said' that is at the
same  time  a  'not-said'.  We  must
renounce  all  those  themes whose  func-
tion  is  to ensure  the  infinite continuity of
discourse and its secret presence to itself
in  the  interplay of a constantly  recurring
absence. We must  be  ready  to  receive
every moment of discourse in its sudden
irruption;  in  that  punctuality  in  which  it
appears, and in that temporal dispersion
that enables it to be repeated, known, for-
gotten,  transformed,  utterly  erased,  and
hidden,  far  from  all  view,  in  the  dust  of
books. Discourse must not be referred to
the  distant  presence  of  the  origin,  but
treated as and when it occurs.

these pre-existing forms of continuity, all
these syntheses  that are accepted with-
out  question, must  remain  in  suspense.
they must not be rejected definitively of
course,  but  the  tranquillity  with  which
they are accepted must be disturbed; we
must show that  they do not come about
of  themselves, but are always  the result
of a construction the rules of which must

be known, and the justifications of which
must  be  scrutinised:  we  must  define  in
what  conditions  and  in  view  of  which
analyses  certain  of  them  are  legitimate;
and we must indicate which of them can
never be accepted in any circumstances.
it may be, for example, that the notions of
'influence' or  'evolution' belong to a criti-
cism that puts them - for the foreseeable
future - out of use. But need we dispense
for  ever  with  the  'œuvre',  the  'book',  or
even  such  unities  as  'science'  or  'litera-
ture'?  should  we  regard  them  as  illu-
sions,  illegitimate  constructions,  or  ill-
acquired results? should we never make
use  of  them,  even  as  a  temporary  sup-
port, and never provide them with a defi-
nition? What we must do, in fact, is to tear
away  from  them  their  virtual  self-evi-
dence, and to free the problems that they
pose;  to  recognise  that  they are not  the
tranquil locus on the basis of which other
questions  (concerning  their  structure,
coherence,  systematicity,  transforma-
tions) may be posed, but that they them-
selves pose a whole cluster of questions
(What are they? how can they be defined
or  limited?  What  distinct  types  of  laws
can they obey? What articulation are they
capable  of?  What  sub-groups  can  they
give  rise  to?  What  specific  phenomena
do they reveal in the field of discourse?).
We must recognise that they may not, in
the last resort, be what they seem at first
sight. in short, that they require a theory,
and that this theory cannot be construct-
ed  unless  the  field  of  the  facts  of  dis-
course on the basis of which those facts
are built  up appears  in  its non-synthetic
purity.

and i, in turn, will do no more than this: of
course,  i  shall  take as my  starting-point
whatever unities are already given (such
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meant, or, again, the unconscious activi-
ty  that  took  place,  despite  himself,  in
what he said or in the almost impercepti-
ble  fracture  of  his  actual  words;  in  any
case, we must  reconstitute  another  dis-
course,  rediscover  the silent murmuring,
the  inexhaustible  speech  that  animates
from within the voice that one hears, re-
establish  the  tiny,  invisible  text  that  runs
between  and  sometimes  collides  with
them. the analysis of  thought  is always
allegorical in relation to the discourse that
it  employs.  its  question  is  unfailingly:
what was  being  said  in what was  said?
the analysis of the discursive field is ori-
entated in a quite different way; we must
grasp the statement in the exact specifici-
ty of  its occurrence; determine its condi-
tions  of  existence,  fix  at  least  its  limits,
establish its correlations with other state-
ments that may be connected with it, and
show  what  other  forms  of  statement  it
excludes. We do not seek below what is
manifest the half silent murmur of anoth-
er discourse; we must show why it could
not be other than it was, in what respect
it  is  exclusive  of  any  other,  how  it
assumes,  in  the  midst  of  others  and  in
relation  to  them,  a  place  that  no  other
could  occupy.  the  question  proper  to
such an analysis might be  formulated  in
this way:  what  is  this  specific  existence
that  emerges  from  what  is  said  and
nowhere else?

We must ask ourselves what purpose  is
ultimately served by this suspension of all
the  accepted  unities,  if,  in  the  end,  we
return to the unities that we pretended to
question  at  the  outset.  in  fact,  the  sys-
tematic  erasure  of  all  given  unities
enables  us  first  of  all  to  restore  to  the
statement  the  specificity  of  its  occur-
rence,  and  to  show  that  discontinuity  is

one of  those great accidents  that create
cracks not only in the geology of history,
but  also  in  the  simple  fact  of  the  state-
ment; it emerges in its historical irruption;
what we try to examine is the incision that
it makes, that irreducible - and very often
tiny - emergence. however banal  it may
be,  however  unimportant  its  conse-
quences  may  appear  to  be,  however
quickly  it  may  be  forgotten  after  its
appearance, however little heard or how-
ever badly deciphered we may suppose it
to be, a statement is always an event that
neither  the  language  (langue)  nor  the
meaning can quite exhaust. it is certainly
a strange event: first, because on the one
hand it  is linked to the gesture of writing
or to the articulation of speech, and also
on the other hand  it opens up  to  itself a
residual existence in the field of a memo-
ry,  or  in  the  materiality  of  manuscripts,
books,  or  any  other  form  of  recording;
secondly, because, like every event, it is
unique, yet subject to repetition, transfor-
mation, and reactivation; thirdly, because
it  is  linked not only  to  the situations  that
provoke it, and to the consequences that
it gives rise to, but at the same time, and
in  accordance  with  a  quite  different
modality,  to  the statements that precede
and follow it.

But  if  we  isolate,  in  relation  to  the  lan-
guage and to thought, the occurrence of
the statement/event,  it  is not  in order  to
spread over everything a dust of facts. it
is in order to be sure that this occurrence
is not linked with synthesising operations
of a purely psychological kind (the inten-
tion of  the author,,  the  form of his mind,
the rigour of his thought, the themes that
obsess him, the project that traverses his
existence and gives it meaning) and to be
able  to  grasp  other  forms  of  regularity,
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as  psychopathology,  medicine,  or  politi-
cal economy); but i shall not place myself
inside  these  dubious  unities  in  order  to
study  their  internal  configuration or  their
secret contradictions. i shall make use of
them just long enough to ask myself what
unities they form; by what right they can
claim a field that specifies them in space
and a continuity  that  individualises  them
in time; according to what  laws they are
formed; against the background of which
discursive  events  they  stand  out;  and
whether  they  are  not,  in  their  accepted
and  quasi-institutional  individuality,  ulti-
mately  the  surface  effect  of more  firmly
grounded  unities.  i  shall  accept  the
groupings  that  history  suggests  only  to
subject  them at once  to  interrogation;  to
break  them up and  then  to see whether
they  can  be  legitimately  reformed;  or
whether  other  groupings  should  be
made; to replace them in a more general
space  which,  while  dissipating  their
apparent  familiarity, makes  it possible  to
construct a theory of them.

Once these immediate forms of continu-
ity  are  suspended,  an  entire  field  is  set
free.  a  vast  field,  but  one  that  can  be
defined nonetheless: this field is made up
of  the  totality  of  all  effective  statements
(whether spoken or written),  in  their dis-
persion as events and in the occurrence
that is proper to them. Before approach-
ing,  with  any  degree  of  certainty,  a  sci-
ence, or novels, or political speeches, or
the œuvre of an author, or even a single
book, the material with which one is deal-
ing is,  in its raw, neutral state, a popula-
tion of events in the space of discourse in
general. One is led therefore to the proj-
ect  of  a  pure  description  of  discursive
events as  the horizon  for  the search  for
the  unities  that  form  within  it.  this

description is easily distinguishable from
an analysis of the language. Of course, a
linguistic  system  can  be  established
(unless  it  is  constructed  artificially)  only
by using a corpus of statements, or a col-
lection  of  discursive  facts;  but  we  must
then define, on the basis of this grouping,
which has value as a sample,  rules  that
may make  it  possible  to  construct  other
statements than these: even if it has long
since disappeared, even if it is no longer
spoken,  and  can  be  reconstructed  only
on  the  basis  of  rare  fragments,  a  lan-
guage (langue) is still a system for possi-
ble statements, a finite body of rules that
authorises an infinite number of perform-
ances. the field of discursive events, on
the  other  hand,  is  a  grouping  that  is
always  finite and  limited at any moment
to  the  linguistic  sequences  that  have
been  formulated;  they may  be  innumer-
able, they may, in sheer size, exceed the
capacities of recording, memory, or read-
ing: nevertheless they form a finite group-
ing.  the  question  posed  by  language
analysis of some discursive fact or other
is always: according to what rules has a
particular  statement  been  made,  and
consequently  according  to  what  rules
could other similar statements be made?
the  description  of  the  events  of  dis-
course  poses  a  quite  different  question:
how  is  it  that  one  particular  statement
appeared rather than another?

it is also clear that this description of dis-
courses  is  in opposition to  the history of
thought.  there  too  a  system  of  thought
can be reconstituted only on the basis of
a definite discursive totality. But this total-
ity is treated in such a way that one tries
to  rediscover  beyond  the  statements
themselves the intention of the speaking
subject,  his  conscious  activity,  what  he
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the statements out of which  these cate-
gories are constituted - all the statements
that have chosen the subject of discourse
(their  own  subject)  as  their  'object'  and
have undertaken to deploy it as their field
of knowledge?

this explains the de facto privilege that i
have accorded to  those discourses that,
to  put  it  very  schematically,  define  the
'sciences of man'. But  it  is only a provi-
sional privilege. two  facts must be con-
stantly borne in mind: that the analysis of
discursive events  is  in no way  limited  to
such a field; and that  the division of  this
field  itself  cannot  be  regarded  either  as
definitive  or  as  absolutely  valid;  it  is  no
more  than  an  initial  approximation  that
must allow  relations  to appear  that may
erase the limits of this initial outline.

Discursive Formations

i have undertaken,  then,  to describe the
relations  between  statements.  i  have
been  careful  to  accept  as  valid  none  of
the  unities  that  would  normally  present
themselves  to  anyone  embarking  on
such a task. i have decided to ignore no
form of discontinuity, break, threshold, or
limit.  i  have  decided  to  describe  state-
ments  in  the  field  of  discourse  and  the
relations of which they are capable. as i
see it, two series of problems arise at the
outset: the first, which i shall leave to one
side for the time being and shall return to
later, concerns the indiscriminate use that
i  have  made  of  the  terms  statement,
event,  and  discourse;  the  second  con-
cerns  the  relations  that may  legitimately
be  described  between  the  statements
that  have  been  left  in  their  provisional,
visible grouping.

there are  statements,  for  example,  that
are quite obviously concerned and have
been from a date that is easy enough to
determine  -  with  political  economy,  or
biology,  or  psychopathology;  there  are
others  that  equally  obviously  belong  to
those  age-old  continuities  known  as
grammar or medicine. But what are these
unities? how can we say that the analy-
sis of headaches carried out by Willis or
charcot belong to the same order of dis-
course?  that  Petty's  inventions  are  in
continuity  with  neumann's  econometry?
that  the  analysis  of  judgement  by  the
Port-royal  grammarians  belongs  to  the
same domain as  the discovery of vowel
gradations  in  the  indo-european  lan-
guages?  What,  in  fact,  are  medicine,
grammar, or political economy? are they
merely  a  retrospective  regrouping  by
which  the  contemporary  sciences
deceive themselves as to their own past?
are they forms that have become estab-
lished once and for all and have gone on
developing  through  time?  Do  they  con-
ceal other unities? and what sort of links
can  validly  be  recognised  between  all
these  statements  that  form,  in  such  a
familiar and insistent way, such an enig-
matic mass?

First hypothesis - and the one that, at first
sight, struck me as being the most likely
and  the most  easily  proved:  statements
different  in  form,  and  dispersed  in  time,
form a group if they refer to one and the
same object. thus, statements belonging
to  psychopathology  all  seem  to  refer  to
an object that emerges in various ways in
individual or social experience and which
may  be  called  madness.  But  i  soon
realised that the unity of the object 'mad-
ness'  does  not  enable  one  to  individu-
alise a group of statements, and to estab-
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other  types  of  relations.  relations
between statements (even if the author is
unaware of them; even if the statements
do not have the same author; even if the
authors  were  unaware  of  each  other's
existence);  relations  between  groups  of
statements  thus  established  (even  if
these groups do not  concern  the  same,
or even adjacent,  fields; even  if  they do
not possess the same formal level; even
if  they  are  not  the  locus  of  assignable
exchanges);  relations  between  state-
ments  and  groups  of  statements  and
events of a quite different kind (technical,
economic,  social,  political).  to  reveal  in
all its purity the space in which discursive
events are deployed  is not  to undertake
to re-establish it in an isolation that noth-
ing  could  overcome;  it  is  not  to  close  it
upon  itself;  it  is  to  leave  oneself  free  to
describe the interplay of relations within it
and outside it.

the third purpose of such a description of
the  facts  of  discourse  is  that  by  freeing
them of all  the groupings  that purport  to
be  natural,  immediate,  universal  unities,
one is able to describe other unities, but
this  time  by  means  of  a  group  of  con-
trolled  decisions., Providing one defines
the  conditions  clearly,  it  might  be  legiti-
mate  to  constitute,  on  the  basis  of  cor-
rectly  described  relations,  discursive
groups  that  are  not  arbitrary,  and  yet
remain  invisible.  Of  course,  these  rela-
tions  would  never  be  formulated  for
themselves in the statements in question
(unlike,  for  example,  those  explicit  rela-
tions  that  are  posed and  spoken  in  dis-
course itself, as in the form of the novel,
or  a  series  of  mathematical  theorems).
But in no way would they constitute a sort
of secret discourse, animating the mani-
fest discourse from within; it is not there-

fore  an  interpretation  of  the  facts  of  the
statement that might reveal them, but the
analysis  of  their  coexistence,  their  suc-
cession,  their  mutual  functioning,  their
reciprocal  determination,  and  their  inde-
pendent or correlative transformation.

however, it is not possible to describe all
the relations that may emerge in this way
without  some  guide-lines.  a  provisional
division  must  be  adopted  as  an  initial
approximation:  an  initial  region  that
analysis will subsequently demolish and,
if necessary, reorganise. But how is such
a region to be circumscribed? on the one
hand, we must choose, empirically, a field
in  which  the  relations  are  likely  to  be
numerous, dense, and relatively easy  to
describe: and in what other region do dis-
cursive events appear to be more closely
linked to one another,  to occur  in accor-
dance  with  more  easily  decipherable
relations,  than  in  the  region  usually
known  as  science?  But,  on  the  other
hand,  what  better  way  of  grasping  in  a
statement,  not  the moment  of  its  formal
structure  and  laws  of  construction,  but
that  of  its  existence  and  the  rules  that
govern  its appearance,  if not by dealing
with  relatively  uniformalised  groups  of
discourses,  in  which  the  statements  do
not  seem  necessarily  to  be  built  on  the
rules  of  pure  syntax?  how  can  we  be
sure  of  avoiding  such  divisions  as  the
œuvre, or such categories as 'influence',
unless,  from  the  very  outset,  we  adopt
sufficiently  broad  fields  and  scales  that
are chronologically vast enough? lastly,
how can we be sure that we will not find
ourselves  in  the  grip  of  all  those  over-
hasty unities or syntheses concerning the
speaking  subject,  or  the  author  of  the
text,  in  short,  all  anthropological  cate-
gories? unless, perhaps, we consider all
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for  example,  that  from  the  nineteenth
century  medical  science  was  charac-
terised not so much by its objects or con-
cepts as by a certain style, a certain con-
stant manner  of  statement.  For  the  first
time, medicine no  longer  consisted of  a
group  of  traditions,  observations,  and
heterogeneous practices, but of a corpus
of knowledge that presupposed the same
way of  looking  at  things,  the  same divi-
sion  of  the  perceptual  field,  the  same
analysis of the pathological fact in accor-
dance with the visible space of the body,
the  same  system  of  transcribing  what
one  perceived  in  what  one  said  (same
vocabulary,  same  play  of  metaphor);  in
short, it seemed to me that medicine was
organised  as  a  series  of  descriptive
statements.  But,  there  again,  i  had  to
abandon  this  hypothesis  at  the  outset
and recognise that clinical discourse was
just  as  much  a  group  of  hypotheses
about life and death, of ethical choices, of
therapeutic decisions, of institutional reg-
ulations, of teaching models, as a group
of  descriptions;  that  the  descriptions
could  not,  in  any  case,  be  abstracted
from  the  hypotheses,  and  that  the
descriptive statement was only one of the
formulations  present  in  medical  dis-
course.  i also had  to  recognise  that  this
description  has  constantly  been  dis-
placed:  either  because,  from  Bichat  to
cell pathology, the scales and guide-lines
have  been  displaced;  or  because  from
visual inspection, auscultation and palpa-
tion to the use of the microscope and bio-
logical  tests,  the  information system has
been modified; or, again, because,  from
simple anatomo-clinical correlation to the
delicate  analysis  of  physio-pathological
processes, the lexicon of signs and their
decipherment has been entirely reconsti-
tuted; or,  finally, because the doctor has

gradually ceased to be himself the locus
of  the  registering  and  interpretation  of
information,  and  because,  beside  him,
outside him, there have appeared mass-
es of documentation, instruments of cor-
relation,  and  techniques  of  analysis,
which,  of  course,  he makes  use  of,  but
which modify his position as an observing
subject in relation to the patient.

all these alterations, which may now lead
to the threshold of a new medicine, grad-
ually  appeared  in  medical  discourse
throughout the nineteenth century. if one
wished to define this discourse by a cod-
ified and normative system of statement,
one  would  have  to  recognise  that  this
medicine  disintegrated  as  soon  as  it
appeared and  that  it  really  found  its  for-
mulation  only  in  Bichat  and  laennec.  if
there is a unity,  its principle is not there-
fore a determined form of statements;  is
it  not  rather  the  group  of  rules,  which,
simultaneously  or  in  turn,  have  made
possible  purely  perceptual  descriptions,
together  with  observations  mediated
through  instruments,  the  procedures
used in laboratory experiments, statistical
calculations,  epidemiological  or  demo-
graphic observations, institutional regula-
tions,  and  therapeutic  practice?  What
one must  characterise  and  individualise
is the coexistence of these dispersed and
heterogeneous  statements;  the  system
that governs their division, the degree to
which they depend upon one another, the
way  in  which  they  interlock  or  exclude
one another, the transformation that they
undergo,  and  the  play  of  their  location,
arrangement, and replacement.

another  direction  of  research,  another
hypothesis:  might  it  not  be  possible  to
establish groups of statements, by deter-
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lish between them a relation that  is both
constant and describable. there are two
reasons  for  this.  it  would  certainly  be  a
mistake  to  try  to  discover  what  could
have been said of madness at a particu-
lar  time  by  interrogating  the  being  of
madness  itself,  its  secret  content,  its
silent,  self-enclosed  truth; mental  illness
was constituted by all that was said in all
the  statements  that  named  it,  divided  it
up,  described  it,  explained  it,  traced  its
developments,  indicated  its  various  cor-
relations,  judged  it, and possibly gave  it
speech  by  articulating,  in  its  name,  dis-
courses that were to be taken as its own.
Moreover, this group of statements is far
from  referring  to a single object,  formed
once  and  for  all,  and  to  preserving  it
indefinitely as its horizon of inexhaustible
ideality; the object presented as their cor-
relative by medical statements of the sev-
enteenth  or  eighteenth  century  is  not
identical with  the object  that emerges  in
legal sentences or police action; similarly,
all the objects of psychopathological dis-
courses  were  modified  from  Pinel  or
esquirol  to Bleuler:  it  is not the same ill-
nesses that are at issue in each of these
cases; we are not dealing with the same
madmen.

One  might,  perhaps  one  should,  con-
clude from this multiplicity of objects that
it  is  not  possible  to  accept,  as  a  valid
unity  forming  a  group  of  statements,  a
'discourse,  concerning  madness'.
Perhaps one should confine one's atten-
tion  to  those  groups  of  statements  that
have one and  the  same object:  the dis-
courses on melancholia, or neurosis,  for
example. But one would soon realise that
each of  these discourses  in  turn  consti-
tuted its object and worked it to the point
of  transforming  it altogether. so  that  the

problem  arises  of  knowing  whether  the
unity of a discourse is based not so much
on  the  permanence  and  uniqueness  of
an object as on the space in which vari-
ous objects emerge and are continuous-
ly transformed. Would not the typical rela-
tion that would enable us to individualise
a  group  of  statements  concerning mad-
ness then be: the rule of simultaneous or
successive  emergence  of  the  various
objects  that  are  named,  described,
analysed,  appreciated,  or  judged  in  that
relation? the unity of discourses on mad-
ness would not be based upon the exis-
tence of the object 'madness', or the con-
stitution of a single horizon of objectivity;
it would be the interplay of the rules that
make possible the appearance of objects
during a given period of time: objects that
are  shaped  by  measures  of  discrimina-
tion and repression, objects  that are dif-
ferentiated in daily practice, in law, in reli-
gious  casuistry,  in  medical  diagnosis,
objects that are manifested  in pathologi-
cal descriptions, objects that are circum-
scribed  by  medical  codes,  practices,
treatment, and care. Moreover,  the unity
of  the discourses on madness would be
the  interplay of  the  rules  that define  the
transformations  of  these  d'  rent  objects,
their non-identity through time, the break
produced in them, the internal discontinu-
ity  that  suspends  their  permanence.
Paradoxically, to define a group of state-
ments  in  terms  of  its  individuality would
be  to  define  the  dispersion  of  these
objects,  to  grasp  all  the  interstices  that
separate them, to measure the distances
that reign between them - in other words,
to formulate their law of division.

second hypothesis  to  define a group of
relations between statements:  their  form
and type of connection. it seemed to me,
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which,  on  the  basis  of  this  fundamental
choice,  forcibly  transformed  into  discur-
sive  knowledge what  had been outlined
as a hypothesis or as a necessity. could
one not speak of the Physiocratic theme
in the same way? an  idea that postulat-
ed, beyond all demonstration and prior to
all  analysis,  the natural  character of  the
three  ground  rents;  which  consequently
presupposed  the  economic  and  political
primacy  of  agrarian  property;  which
excluded all analysis of the mechanisms
of industrial production; which implied, on
the other hand, the description of the cir-
culation of money within a state, of its dis-
tribution  between  different  social  cate-
gories,  and  of  the  channels  by  which  it
flowed back into production; which finally
led  ricardo  to  consider  those  cases  in
which  this  triple  rent did not appear,  the
conditions  in  which  it  could  form,  and
consequently  to  denounce  the  arbitrari-
ness of the Physiocratic theme?

But on the basis of such an attempt, one
is  led  to make  two  inverse and comple-
mentary  observations.  in  one  case,  the
same thematic is articulated on the basis
of  two  sets  of  concepts,  two  types  of
analysis,  two  perfectly  different  fields  of
objects:  in  its most  general  formulation,
the evolutionist idea is perhaps the same
in  the work of Benoit de Maillet, Borden
or Diderot, and  in  that of Darwin; but,  in
fact, what makes it possible and coherent
is not at all the same thing in either case.
in the eighteenth century, the evolutionist
idea is defined on the basis of a kinship
of species forming a continuum laid down
at the outset (interrupted only by natural
catastrophes) or gradually built up by the
passing of time. in the nineteenth centu-
ry the evolutionist theme concerns not so
much  the  constitution  of  a  continuous

table of species, as the description of dis-
continuous  groups  and  the  analysis  of
the  modes  of  interaction  between  an
organism  whose  elements  are  interde-
pendent  and  an  environment  that  pro-
vides  its  real  conditions  of  life.  a  single
theme,  but  based  on  two  types  of  dis-
course.  in  the  case  of  Physiocracy,  on
the other hands Quesnay's choice  rests
exactly on the same system of concepts
as the opposite opinion held by those that
might be called utilitarists. at  this period
the analysis of wealth involved a relative-
ly limited set of concepts that was accept-
ed  by  all  (coinage  was  given  the  same
definition;  prices  were  given  the  same
explanation;  and  labour  costs  were  cal-
culated  in  the  same  way).  But,  on  the
basis of this single set of concepts, there
were  two ways  of  explaining  the  forma-
tion of value, according to whether it was
analysed on the basis of exchange, or on
that  of  remuneration  for  the  day's work.
these  two  possibilities  contained  within
economic  theory,  and  in  the  rules  of  its
set of concepts, resulted, on the basis of
the  same  elements,  in  two  different
options.

it would  probably  be wrong  therefore  to
seek in the existence of these themes the
principles of the individualisation of a dis-
course. should they not be sought rather
in  the dispersion of  the points of  choice
that the discourse leaves free? in the dif-
ferent possibilities  that  it opens of reani-
mating already existing themes, of arous-
ing opposed strategies, of giving way  to
irreconcilable interests, of making it pos-
sible, with a particular set of concepts, to
play different games? rather than seek-
ing  the permanence of  themes,  images,
and  opinions  through  time,  rather  than
retracing the dialectic of their conflicts in
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mining  the  system  of  permanent  and
coherent  concepts  involved?  For  exam-
ple,  does  not  the  classical  analysis  of
language  and  grammatical  facts  (from
lancelot to the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury)  rest  on  a  definite  number  of  con-
cepts  whose  content  and  usage  had
been  established  once  and  for  all:  the
concept of judgement defined as the gen-
eral, normative form of any sentence, the
concepts  of  subject  and  predicate
regrouped under the more general cate-
gory of noun, the concept of verb used as
the  equivalent  of  that  of  logical  copula,
the concept of word defined as the sign of
a  representation,  etc.?  in  this  way,  one
might  reconstitute  the  conceptual  archi-
tecture  of  classical  grammar.  But  there
too one would soon come up against lim-
itations: no sooner would one have suc-
ceeded in describing with such elements
the  analyses  carried  out  by  the  Port-
royal authors  than one would no doubt
be  forced  to  acknowledge  the  appear-
ance  of  new  concepts;  some  of  these
may be derived from the first, but the oth-
ers  are  heterogeneous  and  a  few  even
incompatible  with  them.  the  notion  of
natural or  inverted syntactical order, that
of  complement  (introduced  in  the  eigh-
teenth century by Beauzée), may still no
doubt  be  integrated  into  the  conceptual
system  of  the  Port-royal  grammar.  But
neither  the  idea  of  an  originally  expres-
sive value of sounds, nor that of a primi-
tive  body  of  knowledge  enveloped  in
words  and  conveyed  in  some  obscure
way by them, nor that of regularity in the
mutation of consonants, nor the notion of
the verb as a mere name capable of des-
ignating  an  action  or  operation,  is  com-
patible with  the group of  concepts  used
by  lancelot  or  Duclos.  Must  we  admit
therefore  that  grammar  only  appears  to

form  a  coherent  figure;  and  that  this
group  of  statements,  analyses,  descrip-
tions,  principles  and  consequences,
deductions  that  has  been  perpetrated
under this name for over a century is no
more than a false unity? But perhaps one
might  discover  a  discursive  unity  if  one
sought  it  not  in  the  coherence  of  con-
cepts,  but  in  their  simultaneous  or  suc-
cessive emergence,  in  the distance  that
separates them and even in their incom-
patibility.  One  would  no  longer  seek  an
architecture of concepts sufficiently gen-
eral  and  abstract  to  embrace  all  others
and  to  introduce  them  into  the  same
deductive  structure;  one  would  try  to
analyse  the  interplay  of  their  appear-
ances and dispersion.

lastly, a fourth hypothesis to regroup the
statements,  describe  their  interconnec-
tion  and  account  for  the  unitary  forms
under  which  they  are  presented:  the
identity  and  persistence  of  themes.  in
'sciences'  like  economics  or  biology,
which  are  so  controversial  in  character,
so  open  to  philosophical  or  ethical
options,  so  exposed  in  certain  cases  to
political  manipulation,  it  is  legitimate  in
the  first  instance  to  suppose  that  a  cer-
tain  thematic  is  capable  of  linking,  and
animating a group of discourses,  like an
organism  with  its  own  needs,  its  own
internal  force,  and  its  own  capacity  for
survival.  could  one  not,  for  example,
constitute as a unity everything  that has
constituted  the  evolutionist  theme  from
Buffon to Darwin? a theme that in the first
instance was more philosophical,  closer
to  cosmology  than  to  biology;  a  theme
that  directed  research  from  afar  rather
than  named,  regrouped,  and  explained
results;  a  theme  that  always  presup-
posed more than one was aware Of, but
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this,  then,  is  the  field  to  be  covered;
these the notions that we must put to the
test and the analyses that we must carry
out.  i  am  well  aware  that  the  risks  are
considerable. For an initial probe, i made
use  of  certain  fairly  loose,  but  familiar,
groups of statement: i have no proof that
i shall  find  them again at  the end of  the
analysis, nor that i shall discover the prin-
ciple of  their delimitation and  individuali-
sation;  i am not sure  that  the discursive
formations  that  i  shall  isolate will  define
medicine in its overall unity, or economics
and grammar in the overall curve of their
historical  destination;  they  may  even
introduce  unexpected  boundaries  and
divisions.  similarly,  i  have  no  proof  that
such  a  description  will  be  able  to  take
account of the scientificity (or non-scien-
tificity)  of  the  discursive  groups  that
i have taken as an attack point and which
presented  themselves at  the outset with
a certain pretension to scientific rationali-
ty;  i  have no proof  that my analysis will
not be situated at a quite different  level,
constituting  a  description  that  is  irre-
ducible to epistemology or  to  the history
of  the sciences. Moreover, at  the end of
such an enterprise, one may not recover
those unities  that, out of methodological
rigour, one initially held in suspense: one
may  be  compelled  to  dissociate  certain
œuvres, ignore influences and traditions,
abandon  definitively  the  question  of  ori-
gin,  allow  the  commanding  presence  of
authors to fade into the background; and
thus  everything  that  was  thought  to  be
proper to the history of ideas may disap-
pear  from view. the danger,  in  short,  is
that instead of providing a basis for what
already exists, instead of going over with
bold strokes lines that have already been
sketched, instead of finding reassurance
in  this  return  and  final  confirmation,

instead  of  completing  the  blessed  circle
that announces, after innumerable strata-
gems  and  as  many  nights,  that  all  is
saved, one is forced to advance beyond
familiar territory, far from the certainties to
which one is accustomed, towards an as
yet  uncharted  land  and  unforeseeable
conclusion.  is  there  not  a  danger  that
everything  that  has  so  far  protected  the
historian in his daily journey and accom-
panied  him  until  nightfall  (the  destiny  of
rationality  and  the  teleology  of  the  sci-
ences,  the  long,  continuous  labour  of
thought from period to period, the awak-
ening  and  the  progress  of  conscious-
ness,  its  perpetual  resumption  of  itself,
the  uncompleted,  but  uninterrupted
movement  of  totalisations,  the  return  to
an ever-open source, and finally the his-
torico-transcendental  thematic) may dis-
appear, leaving for analysis a blank, indif-
ferent  space,  lacking  in  both  interiority
and promise?

the Formation of Objects

We must  now  list  the  various  directions
that lie open to us, and see whether this
notion of 'rules of formation' - of which lit-
tle more  than a rough sketch has so  far
been  provided  -  can  be  given  real  con-
tent. let us  look  first at  the  formation of
objects.  and  in  order  to  facilitate  our
analysis,  let  us  take  as  an  example  the
discourse  of  psychopathology  from  the
nineteenth  century  onwards  -  a  chrono-
logical  break  that  is  easy  enough  to
accept in a first approach to the subject.
there are enough signs to indicate it, but
let  us  take  just  two of  these:  the  estab-
lishment at  the beginning of  the century
of a new mode of exclusion and confine-
ment of the madman in a psychiatric hos-
pital; and the possibility of tracing certain

[18]

order  to  individualise  groups  of  state-
ments, could one not rather mark out the
dispersion  of  the  points  of  choice,  and
define prior to any option, to any themat-
ic preference, a field of strategic possibil-
ities?

i  am  presented  therefore  with  four
attempts, four failures - and four succes-
sive hypotheses. they must now be put
to  the  test.  concerning  those  large
groups of statements with which we are
so familiar - and which we call medicine,
economics,  or  grammar  -  i  have  asked
myself  on  what  their  unity  could  be
based. On a full, tightly packed, continu-
ous,  geographically  well-defined  field  of
objects?  What  appeared  to  me  were
rather series full of gaps, intertwined with
one  another,  interplays  of  differences,
distances, substitutions, transformations.
On  a  definite,  normative  type  of  state-
ment? i found formulations of levels that
were  much  too  different  and  functions
that were much too heterogeneous to be
linked  together and arranged  in a single
figure,  and  to  simulate,  from one period
to another,  beyond  individual œuvres,  a
sort of great uninterrupted text. On a well-
defined alphabet of notions? One is con-
fronted with concepts that differ  in struc-
ture and in the rules governing their use,
which ignore or exclude one another, and
which cannot enter  the unity of a  logical
architecture.  On  the  permanence  of  a
thematic? What one finds are rather vari-
ous strategic possibilities that permit  the
activation  of  incompatible  themes,  or,
again,  the  establishment  of  the  same
theme  in  different  groups  of  statement.
hence  the  idea  of  describing  these  dis-
persions  themselves;  of  discovering
whether, between these elements, which
are certainly not organised as a progres-

sively  deductive  structure,  nor  as  an
enormous  book  that  is  being  gradually
and  continuously  written,  nor  as  the
œuvre of a collective subject, one cannot
discern a regularity: an order in their suc-
cessive appearance, correlations in their
simultaneity,  assignable  positions  in  a
common space, a reciprocal functioning,
linked  and  hierarchised  transformations.
such an analysis would not try to isolate
small  islands  of  coherence  in  order  to
describe  their  internal structure;  it would
not  try  to  suspect  and  to  reveal  latent
conflicts; it would study forms of division.
Or again: instead of reconstituting chains
of inference (as one often does in the his-
tory  of  the  sciences  or  of  philosophy),
instead  of  drawing  up  tables  of  differ-
ences  (as  the  linguists  do),  it  would
describe systems of dispersion.

Whenever one can describe, between a
number of statements, such a system of
dispersion,  whenever,  between  objects,
types of statement, concepts, or thematic
choices, one can define a  regularity  (an
order,  correlations,  positions  and  func-
tionings, transformations), we will say, for
the  sake  of  convenience,  that  we  are
dealing with a discursive formation - thus
avoiding  words  that  are  already  over-
laden with conditions and consequences,
and in any case inadequate to the task of
designating  such  a  dispersion,  such  as
'science' 'ideology', 'theory', or 'domain of
objectivity'.  the  conditions  to  which  the
elements  of  this  division  (objects, mode
of  statement,  concepts,  thematic  choic-
es) are subjected we shall call  the rules
of  formation.  the  rules  of  formation  are
conditions of existence (but also of coex-
istence,  maintenance,  modification,  and
disappearance) in a given discursive divi-
sion.
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entiation, in the distances, the discontinu-
ities, and the thresholds that appear with-
in it, psychiatric discourse finds a way of
limiting  its domain,  of  defining what  it  is
talking about, of giving it the status of an
object - and therefore of making it mani-
fest, nameable, and describable.

(b) We must also describe the authorities
of delimitation: in the nineteenth century,
medicine (as an institution possessing its
own rules, as a group of individuals con-
stituting  the  medical  profession,  as  a
body  of  knowledge  and  practice,  as  an
authority  recognised  by  public  opinion,
the  law,  and  government)  became  the
major authority  in  society  that delimited,
designated,  named,  and  established
madness  as  an  object;  but  it  was  not
alone  in  this:  the  law  and  penal  law  in
particular (with the definitions of excuse,
non-responsibility,  extenuating  circum-
stances, and with the application of such
notions as the crime passional, heredity,
danger to society), the religious authority
(in so far as it set itself up as the authori-
ty  that  divided  the  mystical  from  the
pathological, the spiritual from the corpo-
real, the supernatural from the abnormal,
and in so far as it practised the direction
of conscience with a view to understand-
ing individuals rather than carrying out a
casuistical  classification  of  actions  and
circumstances),  literary  and  art  criticism
(which  in  the nineteenth  century  treated
the  work  less  and  less  as  an  object  of
taste  that  had  to  be  judged,  and  more
and more as a  language  that had  to be
interpreted  and  in  which  the  author's
tricks  of  expression  had  to  be  recog-
nised).

(c)  lastly, we must  analyse  the grids  of
specification:  these  are  the  systems

according to which the different 'kinds of
madness'  are  divided,  contrasted,  relat-
ed,  regrouped,  classified,  derived  from
one another as objects of psychiatric dis-
course  (in  the nineteenth  century,  these
grids of differentiation were:  the soul, as
a  group  of  hierarchised,  related,  and
more or less interpenetrable faculties; the
body,  as  a  three-dimensional  volume  of
organs  linked  together  by  networks  of
dependence and communication; the life
and history of individuals, as a linear suc-
cession of phases, a  tangle of  traces, a
group  of  potential  reactivations,  cyclical
repetitions;  the  interplays  of  neuropsy-
chological  correlations  as  systems  of
reciprocal  projections,  and  as  a  field  of
circular causality).

such a description  is still  in  itself  inade-
quate.  and  for  two  reasons.  these
planes  of  emergence,  authorities  of
delimitation, or  forms of  specification do
not  provide  objects,  fully  formed  and
armed,  that  the  discourse  of  psy-
chopathology  has  then  merely  to  list,
classify,  name,  select,  and  cover with  a
network of words and sentences: it is not
the families - with their norms, their prohi-
bitions,  their  sensitivity  thresholds  -  that
decide who is mad, and present the 'pa-
tients' to the psychiatrists for analysis and
judgement; it is not the legal system itself
that hands over certain criminals to psy-
chiatry, that sees paranoia beyond a par-
ticular  murder,  or  a  neurosis  behind  a
sexual offence. it would be quite wrong to
see discourse as a place where previous-
ly  established  objects  are  laid  one  after
another  like  words  on  a  page.  But  the
above  enumeration  is  inadequate  for  a
second  reason.  it has  located, one after
another, several planes of differentiation
in  which  the  objects  of  discourse  may
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present-day  notions  back  to  esquirol,
heinroth,  or  Pinel  (paranoia  can  be
traced  back  to  monomania,  the  intelli-
gence  quotient  to  the  initial  notion  of
imbecility,  general  paralysis  to  chronic
encephalitis,  character  neurosis  to  non-
delirious madness); whereas  if we  try  to
trace the development of psychopatholo-
gy  beyond  the  nineteenth  century,  we
soon  lose  our  way,  the  path  becomes
confused,  and  the  projection  of  Du
laurens  or  even  Van  swicten  on  the
pathology  of  Kraepelin  or  Bleuler  pro-
vides no more than chance coincidences.
the objects with which psychopathology
has dealt since this break in time are very
numerous, mostly very new, but also very
precarious,  subject  to  change  and,  in
some  cases,  to  rapid  disappearance:  in
addition to motor disturbances, hallucina-
tions, and speech disorders (which were
already  regarded  as  manifestations  of
madness,  although  they  were  recog-
nised, delimited, described, and analysed
in a different way), objects appeared that
belonged  to  hitherto  unused  registers:
minor  behavioural  disorders,  sexual
aberrations  and  disturbances,  the  phe-
nomena  of  suggestion  and  hypnosis,
lesions  of  the  central  nervous  system,
deficiencies of intellectual or motor adap-
tation,  criminality.  and  on  the  basis  of
each  of  these  registers  a  variety  of
objects  were  named,  circumscribed,
analysed, then rectified, re-defined, chal-
lenged, erased. is it possible to lay down
the  rule  to  which  their  appearance  was
subject? is it possible to discover accord-
ing to which non-deductive system these
objects  could be  juxtaposed and placed
iin  succession  to  form  the  fragmented
field  -  showing  at  certain  points  great
gaps, at others a plethora of information -
of  psychopathology?  What  has  ruled

their existence as objects of discourse?
(a) First we must map the first surfaces of
their emergence: show where these indi-
vidual  differences,  which,  according  to
the degrees of rationalisation, conceptual
codes,  and  types  of  theory,  will  be
accorded  the  status  of  disease,  alien-
ation,  anomaly,  dementia,  neurosis  or
psychosis,  degeneration,  etc.,  may
emerge,  and  then  be  designated  and
analysed. these surfaces of emergence
are not the same for different societies, at
different periods, and in different forms of
discourse. in the case of nineteenth-cen-
tury  psychopathology,  they  were  proba-
bly constituted by the family, the immedi-
ate  social  group,  the work  situation,  the
religious  community  (which  are  all  nor-
mative, which are all susceptible to devi-
ation,  which  all  have  a  margin  of  toler-
ance  and  a  threshold  beyond  which
exclusion is demanded, which all have a
mode  of  designation  and  a  mode  of
rejecting madness,  which  all  transfer  to
medicine if not the responsibility for treat-
ment  and  cure,  at  least  the  burden  of
explanation); although organised accord-
ing to a specific mode, these surfaces of
emergence  were  not  new  in  the  nine-
teenth century. On the other hand, it was
no doubt at this period that new surfaces
of appearance began to function: art with
its  own  normativity,  sexuality  (its  devia-
tions in relation to customary prohibitions
become  for  the  first  time  an  object  of
observation, description, and analysis for
psychiatric discourse), penality (whereas
in  previous  periods madness was  care-
fully distinguished  from criminal  conduct
and was  regarded  as  an  excuse,  crimi-
nality itself becomes - and subsequent to
the celebrated 'homicidal monomanias' -
a form of deviance more or less related to
madness).  in  these  fields of  initial differ-



[23]

they are the signs. the relation between
therapeutic confinement  in hospital (with
its own thresholds, its criteria of cure, its
way of distinguishing the normal from the
pathological) and punitive confinement in
prison (with its system of punishment and
pedagogy,  its  criteria  of  good  conduct,
improvement,  and  freedom).  these  are
the relations that, operating in psychiatric
discourse,  have  made  possible  the  for-
mation  of  a  whole  group  of  various
objects.

let us generalise: in the nineteenth cen-
tury,  psychiatric  discourse  is  charac-
terised  not  by  privileged  objects,  but  by
the way in which it forms objects that are
in fact highly dispersed. this formation is
made  possible  by  a  group  of  relations
established between authorities of emer-
gence,  delimitation,  and  specification.
One might say, then, that a discursive for-
mation is defined (as far as its objects are
concerned, at  least)  if one can establish
such a group;  if one can show how any
particular object of discourse finds in it its
place and  law of emergence;  if one can
show that it may give birth simultaneous-
ly  or  successively  to mutually  exclusive
objects, without having to modify itself.
hence a certain number of remarks and
consequences.

1.  the  conditions  necessary  for  the
appearance of an object of discourse, the
historical conditions  required  if one  is  to
'say anything' about it, and if several peo-
ple are to say different things about it, the
conditions  necessary  if  it  is  to  exist  in
relation  to other objects,  if  it  is  to estab-
lish with  them  relations of  resemblance,
proximity,  distance,  difference,  transfor-
mation - as we can see, these conditions
are  many  and  imposing.  Which  means

that one cannot speak of anything at any
time; it is not easy to say something new;
it is not enough for us to open our eyes,
to pay attention, or to be aware, for new
objects suddenly to light up and emerge
out of the ground. But this difficulty is not
only  a  negative  one;  it  must  not  be
attached to some obstacle whose power
appears  to  be,  exclusively,  to  blind,  to
hinder,  to  prevent  discovery,  to  conceal
the  purity  of  the  evidence  or  the  dumb
obstinacy  of  the  things  themselves;  the
object does not await  in  limbo  the order
that will  free  it  and enable  it  to  become
embodied in a visible and prolix objectiv-
ity;  it does not pre-exist  itself, held back
by  some  obstacle  at  the  first  edges  of
light.  it  exists  under  the  positive  condi-
tions of a complex group of relations.

2.  these  relations  are  established
between  institutions,  economic  and
social  processes,  behavioural  patterns,
systems  of  norms,  techniques,  types  of
classification, modes of characterisation;
and these relations are not present in the
object;  it  is  not  they  that  are  deployed
when  the object  is being analysed;  they
do  not  indicate  the  web,  the  immanent
rationality,  that  ideal  nervure  that  reap-
pears  totally  or  in  part  when  one  con-
ceives of the object in the truth of its con-
cept. they do not define its internal con-
stitution, but what enables it to appear, to
juxtapose itself with other objects, to situ-
ate itself in relation to them, to define its
difference, its irreducibility, and even per-
haps  its  heterogeneity,  in  short,  to  be
placed in a field of exteriority.

3. these relations must be distinguished
first from what we might call primary rela-
tions, and which, independently of all dis-
course or all object of discourse, may be
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appear. But what relations exist between
them? Why this enumeration rather than
another? What defined and closed group
does one  imagine one  is  circumscribing
in this way? and how can one speak of a
'system of formation' if one knows only a
series of different, heterogeneous deter-
minations,  lacking  attributable  links  and
relations?

in  fact,  these  two  series  of  questions
refer back to the same point.  in order to
locate  that  point,  let  us  re-examine  the
previous  example.  in  the  sphere  with
which psychopathology dealt in the nine-
teenth  century,  one  sees  the  very  early
appearance  (as  early  as  esquirol)  of  a
whole series of objects belonging  to  the
category  of  delinquency:  homicide  (and
suicide),  crimes  passionels,  sexual
offences, certain forms of theft, vagrancy
-  and  then,  through  them,  heredity,  the
neurogenic  environment,  aggressive  or
self-punishing  behaviour,  perversions,
criminal  impulses,  suggestibility,  etc.  it
would be inadequate to say that one was
dealing here with the consequences of a
discovery: of  the sudden discovery by a
psychiatrist  of  a  resemblance  between,
criminal  and  pathological  behaviour,  a
discovery  of  the  presence  in  certain
delinquents of the classical signs of alien-
ation, or mental derangement. such facts
lie  beyond  the  grasp  of  contemporary
research:  indeed,  the problem  is how  to
decide  what  made  them  possible,  and
how these 'discoveries' could lead to oth-
ers  that  took  them  up,  rectified  them,
modified  them, or even disproved  them.
similarly, it would be irrelevant to attribute
the appearance of  these new objects  to
the  norms  of  nineteenth-century  bour-
geois society,  to a  reinforced police and
penal framework, to the establishment of

a  new  code  of  criminal  justice,  to  the
introduction  and  use  of  extenuating  cir-
cumstances, to the increase in crime. no
doubt, all these processes were at work;
but  they  could  not  of  themselves  form
objects  for psychiatric discourse;  to pur-
sue  the  description  at  this  level  one
would fall short of what one was seeking.
if,  in a particular period  in  the history of
our society, the delinquent was psycholo-
gised  and  pathologised,  if  criminal
behaviour  could  give  rise  to  a  whole
series of objects of knowledge,  this was
because  a  group  of  particular  relations
was  adopted  for  use  in  psychiatric  dis-
course.  the  relation  between  planes  of
specification  like  penal  categories  and
degrees of diminished responsibility, and
planes  of  psychological  characterisation
(faculties, aptitudes, degrees of develop-
ment  or  involution,  different  ways  of
reacting  to  the  environment,  character
types,  whether  acquired,  innate,  or
hereditary).  the  relation  between  the
authority  of  medical  decision  and  the
authority  of  judicial  decision  (a  really
complex  relation  since medical  decision
recognises absolutely the authority of the
judiciary to define crime, to determine the
circumstances  in  which  it  is  committed,
and the punishment that it deserves; but
reserves  the  right  to  analyse  its  origin
and to determine the degree of responsi-
bility involved). the relation between the
filter  formed  by  judicial  interrogation,
police information,  investigation, and the
whole  machinery  of  judicial  information,
and the filter formed by the medical ques-
tionnaire,  clinical  examinations,  the
search for antecedents, and biographical
accounts. the relation between the fami-
ly, sexual and penal norms of the behav-
iour of individuals, and the table of patho-
logical symptoms and diseases of which
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we had wanted to provide it with a date of
birth and precise limits, it would no doubt
have  been  necessary  to  discover  when
the word was  first used,  to what kind of
analysis  it  could  be  applied,  and  how  it
achieved  its  separation  from  neurology
on the one hand and psychology on the
other.  What  has  emerged  is  a  unity  of
another  type, which  does  not  appear  to
have  the  same  dates,  or  the  same  sur-
face, or the same articulations, but which
may  take  account  of  a  group of  objects
for which the term psychopathology was
merely a reflexive, secondary, classifica-
tory  rubric.  Psychopathology  finally
emerged  as  a  discipline  in  a  constant
state of renewal, subject to constant dis-
coveries, criticisms, and corrected errors;
the  system  of  formation  that  we  have
defined  remains  stable. But  let  there be
no misunderstanding: it is not the objects
that remain constant, nor the domain that
they  form;  it  is  not  even  their  point  of
emergence or their mode of characterisa-
tion;  but  the  relation  between  the  sur-
faces  on  which  they  appear,  on  which
they can be delimited, on which they can
be analysed and specified.

in  the  descriptions  for  which  i  have
attempted to provide a theory, there can
be no question of  interpreting discourse
with a view to writing a history of the ref-
erent. in the example chosen, we are not
trying to find out who was mad at a par-
ticular  period,  or  in  what  his  madness
consisted,  or  whether  his  disturbances
were  identical  with  those  known  to  us
today.  We  are  not  asking  ourselves
whether witches were unrecognised and
persecuted madmen and madwomen, or
whether, at a different period, a mystical
or  aesthetic  experience  was  not  unduly
medicalised. We are not trying to recon-

stitute  what madness  itself  might  be,  in
the form in which it first presented itself to
some  primitive,  fundamental,  deaf,
scarcely  articulated'  experience,  and  in
the  form  in which  it was  later organised
(translated,  deformed,  travestied,  per-
haps even repressed) by discourses, and
the  oblique,  often  twisted  play  of  their
operations. such a history of the referent
is no doubt possible; and i have no wish
at  the  outset  to  exclude  any  effort  to
uncover  and  free  these  'prediscursive'
experiences from the tyranny of the text.
But what we are concerned with here  is
not to neutralise discourse, to make it the
sign  of  something  else,  and  to  pierce
through its density in order to reach what
remains silently anterior  to  it, but on  the
contrary  to maintain  it  in  its consistency,
to make it emerge in its own complexity.
What,  in  short,  we wish  to  do  is  to  dis-
pense  with  'things'.  to  'depresentify'
them.  to  conjure  up  their  rich,  heavy,
immediate  plenitude,  which  we  usually
regard as the primitive law of a discourse
that has become divorced from it through
error, oblivion,  illusion,  ignorance, or  the
inertia  of  beliefs  and  traditions,  or  even
the  perhaps  unconscious  desire  not  to
see  and  not  to  speak.  to  substitute  for
the enigmatic treasure of 'things' anterior
to  discourse,  the  regular  formation  of
objects that emerge only in discourse. to
define these objects without reference to
the ground, the foundation of things, but
by relating them to the body of rules that
enable them to form as objects of a dis-
course and thus constitute the conditions
of their historical appearance. to write a
history of discursive objects that does not
plunge them into the common depth of a
primal soil, but deploys the nexus of reg-
ularities that govern their dispersion.
however, to suppress the stage of 'things
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described  between  institutions,  tech-
niques,  social  forms,  etc.  after  all,  we
know  very  well  that  relations  existed
between  the  bourgeois  family  and  the
functioning of judicial authorities and cat-
egories in the nineteenth century that can
be analysed in their own right. they can-
not always be superposed upon the rela-
tions that go to form objects: the relations
of dependence  that may be assigned  to
this  primary  level  are  not  necessarily
expressed  in  the  formation  of  relations
that  makes  discursive  objects  possible.
But we must also distinguish the second-
ary  relations  that  are  formulated  in  dis-
course itself. what, for example, the psy-
chiatrists of the nineteenth century could
say about the relations between the fam-
ily and criminality does not reproduce, as
we know, the interplay of real dependen-
cies;  but  neither  does  it  reproduce  the
interplay of  relations  that make possible
and sustain the objects of psychiatric dis-
course. thus a space unfolds articulated
with possible discourses: a system of real
or primary relations, a system of reflexive
or secondary  relations, and a system of
relations  that  might  properly  be  called
discursive. the problem  is  to  reveal  the
specificity  of  these  discursive  relations,
and  their  interplay  with  the  other  two
kinds.

4. Discursive relations are not, as we can
see,  internal  to  discourse:  they  do  not
connect  concepts  or  words  with  one
another;  they  do  not  establish  a  deduc-
tive  or  rhetorical  structure  between
propositions  or  sentences.  Yet  they  are
not  relations  exterior  to  discourse,  rela-
tions that might limit it, or impose certain
forms  upon  it,  or  force  it,  in  certain  cir-
cumstances, to state certain things. they
are, in a sense, at the limit of discourse:

they offer it objects of which it can speak,
or  rather  (for  this  image  of  offering  pre-
supposes  that  objects  are  formed  inde-
pendently  of  discourse),  they  determine
the group of relations that discourse must
establish in order to speak of this or that
object,  in order  to deal with  them, name
them,  analyse  them,  classify  them,
explain  them, etc. these  relations  char-
acterise not  the  language (langue) used
by  discourse,  nor  the  circumstances  in
which  it  is deployed, but discourse  itself
as a practice.

We can now complete  the analysis  and
see  to what extent  it  fulfils,  and  to what
extent it modifies, the initial project.
taking  those  group  figures which,  in  an
insistent  but  confused  way,  presented
themselves  as  psychology,  economics,
grammar,  medicine,  we  asked  on  what
kind of unity  they could be based: were
they  simply  a  reconstruction  after  the
event,  based  on  particular  works,  suc-
cessive  theories,  notions  and  themes
some of which had been abandoned, oth-
ers  maintained  by  tradition,  and  again
others fated to fall into oblivion only to be
revived at a later date? Were they simply
a series of linked enterprises?

We sought  the unity  of  discourse  in  the
objects  themselves,  in  their  distribution,
in  the  interplay  of  their  differences,  in
their  proximity  or  distance  -  in  short,  in
what  is  given  to  the  speaking  subject;
and,  in  the  end,  we  are  sent  back  to  a
setting-up of  relations  that characterises
discursive  practice  itself;  and  what  we
discover is neither a configuration, nor a
form, but a group of rules that are imma-
nent  in  a  practice,  and  define  it  in  its
specificity.  We  also  used,  as  a  point  of
reference, a unity like psychopathology: if
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themselves' is not necessarily to return to
the linguistic analysis of meaning. When
one  describes  the  formation  of  the
objects of a discourse, one tries to locate
the  relations  that  characterise  a  discur-
sive  practice,  one  determines  neither  a
lexical organisation, nor the scansions of
a  semantic  field:  one does not  question
the meaning given at a particular period
to  such words  as  'melancholia'  or mad-
ness without delirium', nor the opposition
of content between psychosis' and 'neu-
rosis'.  not,  i  repeat,  that  such  analyses
are  regarded  as  illegitimate  or  impossi-
ble;  but  they  are  not  relevant  when  we
are  trying  to discover,  for  example,  how
criminality  could  become  an  object  of
medical  expertise,  or  sexual  deviation a
possible  object  of  psychiatric  discourse.
the  analysis  of  lexical  contents  defines
either the elements of meaning at the dis-
posal  of  speaking  subjects  in  a  given
period,  or  the  semantic  structure  that
appears  on  the  surface  of  a  discourse
that has already been spoken; it does not
concern discursive practice as a place in
which a tangled plurality - at once super-
posed  and  incomplete  -  of  objects  is
formed and deformed, appears and dis-
appears.

the sagacity of the commentators is not
mistaken: from the kind of analysis that i
have  undertaken,  words  are  as  deliber-
ately  absent  as  things  themselves;  any
description of a vocabulary  is as  lacking
as any reference to the living plenitude of
experience.  We  shall  not  return  to  the
state  anterior  to  discourse  -  in  which
nothing has yet been said, and  in which
things are only just beginning to emerge
out  of  the  grey  light;  and  we  shall  not
pass beyond discourse in order to redis-
cover  the  forms  that  it  has  created  and

left  behind  it;  we  shall  remain,  or  try  to
remain,  at  the  level  of  discourse  itself.
since  it  is  sometimes  necessary  to  dot
the  'i's  of  even  the  most  obvious
absences,  i  will  say  that  in  all  these
searches, in which i have still progressed
so  little,  i  would  like  to  show  that  'dis-
courses', in the form in which they can be
heard  or  read,  are  not,  as  one  might
expect, a mere intersection of things and
words: an obscure web of  things, and a
manifest,  visible,  coloured  chain  of
words; i would like to show that discourse
is  not  a  slender  surface  of  contact,  or
confrontation,  between  a  reality  and  a
language (langue), the intrication of a lex-
icon  and  an  experience;  i  would  like  to
show  with  precise  examples  that  in
analysing  discourses  themselves,  one
sees  the  loosening  of  the  embrace,
apparently so tight, of words and things,
and  the  emergence  of  a  group  of  rules
proper to discursive practice. these rules
define not the dumb existence of a reali-
ty, nor the canonical use of a vocabulary,
but  the  ordering  of  objects.  'Words  and
things'  is  the  entirely  serious  title  of  a
problem; it is the ironic title of a work that
modifies  its own  form, displaces  its own
data, and reveals, at the end of the day, a
quite different task. a task that consists of
not - of no longer treating discourses as
groups  of  signs  (signifying  elements
referring  to  contents  or  representations)
but as practices that systematically  form
the  objects  of  which  they  speak.  Of
course,  discourses  are  composed  of
signs; but what they do is more than use
these signs to designate things. it is this
more that renders them irreducible to the
language  (langue)  and  to  speech.  it  is
this  'more'  that  we  must  reveal  and
describe.



I want to think aloud today about a fun-
damental theoretical problem-the rela-
tionship between urbanism and archi-
tecture-which, alongside its own intrinsic
interest and urgency, raises a number of
theoretical issues of significance to me,
although not necessarily to all of you.1
But I need to ask for some provisional
interest in those issues, and in my own
work in relationship to them, in order to
reach the point of being able to formulate
some more general urban and architec-
tural problems. For instance, an investi-
gation of the dynamics of abstraction in
postmodern cultural production, and in
particular of the radical difference
between that structural role of abstraction
in postmodernism and the kinds of
abstractions at work in what we now call
modernism, or if you prefer, the various
modernisms, has led me to re-examine
the money form-the fundamental source
of all abstraction-and to ask whether the
very structure of money and its mode of
circulation has not been substantially
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need a revitalized conception of the
mediation as such. the concept of medi-
ation is posited on the existence of what I
have referred to as a 'level', or in other
words (those of Niklas Luhmann) a differ-
entiated social function, a realm or zone
within the social that has developed to
the point at which it is governed internal-
ly by its own intrinsic laws and dynamics.
I want to call such a realm 'semiau-
tonomous', because it is clear that it is
still somehow part of the social totality, as
the term function suggests: and my own
term is deliberately ambiguous or
ambivalent, in order to suggest a two-way
street, in which one can either emphasize
the relative independence, the relative
autonomy, of the area in question, or
else, the other way round, insist on its
functionality and its ultimate place in the
whole-at least by way of its conse-
quences for the whole, if not its 'function'
understood as a kind of material interest
and slavish or subservient motivation.
So, to use a few of Luhmann's more obvi-
ous examples, the political is a distinct
'level', because, since Machiavelli and
since the emergence of the modern state
under Richelieu, politics is a semi-
autonomous realm in modern societies,
with its own mechanisms and proce-
dures, its own personnel, its own history
and traditions, or 'precedents', and so
forth. But this does not imply that the
political level does not have manifold
consequences for what lies outside it.
the same can be said for the realm of
law, the legal or juridical level, which
might in many ways be said to be the
model and exemplar of just such a spe-
cialized and semi-autonomous domain.
those of us who do cultural work will no
doubt also want to insist on a certain
semi-autonomy of the aesthetic or the

cultural-even though the relationship
between those two alternate formulations
is today once again a very contested
topic indeed: the laws of storytelling,
even for television series, are surely not
immediately reducible to the institutions
of parliamentary democracy, let alone the
operations of the stock market.
And what about that-the stock market
itself? It is certain that the emergence of
the market, and of the theory of the mar-
ket, from the eighteenth century onwards,
has formed the economy over into a
semiautonomous level, if it was not one
before. As for money and land, well,
those are precisely the phenomena that
will concern us here, and which will allow
us to test the usefulness of both the con-
cept of mediation and its related idea, the
semi-autonomous instance or level: it
being understood in advance that neither
money nor land can constitute such a
level in its own right, since both are clear-
ly functional elements within that more
fundamental system or sub-system which
is the market and the economy.

the Philosophy of Money

Any discussion of money as a mediation
needs to confront the work of Georg
Simmel, whose massive Philosophy of
Money ( 1900 ) pioneered what we would
today call a phenomenological analysis
of this peculiar reality. 2 Simmel's subter-
ranean influence on a variety of twenti-
eth-century currents of thought is incalcu-
lable, partly because he resisted coining
his complex thinking into an identifiable
system; meanwhile, the complicated
articulations of what is essentially a non-
Hegelian or decentred dialectic are often
smothered by his heavy prose. A new
account of this life work would be an

modified in recent years, or in other
words during the brief period some of us
still refer to as postmodernity. that is, of
course, to raise again the question of
finance capital and its importance in our
own time, and to raise formal questions
about the relationships between its pecu-
liar and specialized abstractions and
those to be found in cultural texts. I think
everyone will agree that finance capital,
along with globalization, is one of the dis-
tinctive features of late capitalism, or in
other words of the distinctive state of
things today.
But it is precisely this line of inquiry
which, reoriented in the direction of archi-
tecture itself, suggests the further devel-
opment I want to pursue today. For in the
realm of the spatial, there does seem to
exist something like an equivalent of
finance capital, indeed a phenomenon
intimately related to it, and that is land
speculation: something which may have
found its field of endeavour in the coun-
tryside in years bygone-in the seizure of
native American lands, in the acquisition
of immense tracts by the railroads, in the
development of suburban areas, along-
side the seizure of natural resources-but
which in our time is a pre-eminently urban
phenomenon (not least because every-
thing is becoming urban) and has
returned to the big cities, or to what is left
of them, to seek its fortunes. What is then
the relationship, if any, between the dis-
tinctive form land speculation has taken
today, and those equally distinctive forms
we find in postmodern architecture-now
using that term in a general and chrono-
logical, hopefully rather neutral, sense?
It has often been observed that the
emblematic significance of architecture
today, and also its formal originality, lies
in its immediacy to the social, in the

'seam it shares with the economic': and
this is a rather different immediacy than
even that experienced by other expen-
sive art forms, such as cinema and the-
atre, which are certainly also dependent
on investments. But this very immediacy
presents theoretical dangers, which are
actually themselves fairly well-known. It
does not seem preposterous to assert,
for example, that land speculation and
the new demand for increased construc-
tion opens a space in which a new archi-
tectural style can emerge: but, to use the
time-honoured epithet, it equally seems
'reductive' to explain the new style in
terms of the new kinds of investment. It is
said that this kind of reductionism fails to
respect the specificity, the autonomy or
semi-autonomy, of the aesthetic level and
its intrinsic dynamics. In fact, it is object-
ed, bald assertions of this kind never
seem to descend into the detail of the
styles they thereby stigmatize; they are
able to neglect formal analysis, having as
it were discredited its very principle in
advance.

A Revitalized Concept of Mediation

One might then attempt to enrich and
complexify this interpretation (of "the ori-
gins of postmodernism') by introducing
the matter of new technologies, and
showing how those dictated a new style
at the same time that they responded
more adequately to the aims of the
investments. this is then to insert a 'me-
diation' between the economic level and
the aesthetic one; and it can begin to give
an idea of why, for the immediacy of an
assertion about economic determination,
we would do better to elaborate a series
of mediations between the economic and
the aesthetic; of, in other words, why we
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failure is documented by the astonishing
percentage of floor space left vacant and
unlet-so-called 'see-through' buildings.
Fitch's theoretical authority here seems
to be Jane Jacobs, whose doctrine about
the relationship of small business to the
flourishing neighbourhood he enhances
by positing the equally necessary rela-
tionship between small business (shops
and the like) and small industry (of the
garment district type). His is a radical
rather than a Marxian analysis, aiming to
promote activism and partisanship; he
therefore lashes out at a variety of theo-
retical targets, which include certain
Marxisms and certain postmodernisms
along with the official ideologies of the
city planners themselves; and it is these
polemics-or rather, these denunciations-
which will mainly interest us here. Making
allowances for a characteristically
American anti-intellectualism and anti-
academic stance, it seems evident
enough that Fitch's primary theoretical
target is the doctrine of historical
inevitability, in whatever form it is to be
found-no doubt on the grounds that it
demoralizes and depoliticizes those who
begin believing in it and makes political
mobilization and resistance much more
difficult, if not altogether impossible. this
is a plausible and pertinent position, but
finally all conceptions of long-range
trends and of a meaningful logic of capi-
talism become identified with this
'inevitabilist' ideology, and this in turn
rebounds onto the very forms of praxis
Fitch wishes to promote, as we shall see.

But let's begin all over again at the begin-
ning. What is first to be shown is not only
that New York has undergone a massive
process of restructuring in which 750,000
manufacturing jobs have disappeared,

and in which the ratio of manufacturing to
office work (his acronym fire: finance,
insurance, real estate) has been modified
from 2:1 before the war to 1:2 today; 8 but
also that this change (not inevitable! not
in the 'logic of capital'!) was the result of
a deliberate policy on the part of New
York's power structure. It was, in other
words, the result of what is today widely
and loosely called 'conspiracy', some-
thing for which the evidence is very sug-
gestive indeed. It lies in the absolute con-
gruence between the unrealized 1928
zoning plan for the metropolitan area,
and the current state of things: the
removal of manufacturing posited there
has been realized here; the implantation
of office buildings foreseen there has
here come to pass; and Fitch supple-
ments all this with lavish quotes from the
planners of yesteryear and those of the
recent past. For example this, from an
influential businessman and political fig-
ure of the 1920s.

Some of the poorest people live in conve-
niently located slums on high-priced land.
On patrician Fifth Avenue, tiffany and
Woolworth, cheek by jowl, offer jewels
and jimcracks from substantially identical
sites. Childs' restaurants thrive and multi-
ply where Delmonico's withered and died.
A stone's throw from the stock exchange
the air is filled with the aroma of roasting
coffee; a few hundred feet from times
Square with the stench of slaughter hous-
es. In the very heart of this 'commercial'
city, on Manhattan Island south of 59th
Street, the inspectors in 1922 found near-
ly 420,000 workers employed in factories.
Such a situation outrages one's sense of
order. Everything seems misplaced. One
yearns to rearrange things to put things
where they belong. 9
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indispensable preliminary stage in the
discussion I want to stage here. 3 to be
sure, Simmel bracketed the economic
structures themselves, but is very sug-
gestive for the ways in which the phe-
nomenological as well as the cultural
effects of finance capital might be
described and explored. Clearly, this is
not the moment for any such full-dress
study, and so I will limit myself to a few
remarks on his seminal essay,
'Metropolis and Mental Life', in which
money also plays a central role. 4
It is fundamentally an account of the
increasing abstraction of modern life, and
most particularly of urban life (in the
Berlin of the late nineteenth century):
abstraction is, to be sure, precisely my
topic, and still one very much with us,
sometimes under different names-
Anthony Giddens's key term disembed-
ding, for example, says very much the
same thing, while directing us to other
features of the process. And in Simmel's
essay, abstraction takes on a remarkable
multiplicity of forms, from the experience
of time to some new distance in personal
relations, from what he calls 'intellectual-
ism' to new kinds of freedom, from indif-
ference and the 'blasé' to new anxieties,
value crises, and those big-city crowds so
dear to Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin.
It would be an oversimplification to con-
clude that for Simmel money is the cause
of all these new phenomena: not only
does the big city triangulate this matter,
but in our present context surely the con-
cept of mediation is a more satisfactory
one. In any case, Simmel's essay places
us on the threshold of a theory of modern
aesthetic forms and of their abstraction
from older logics of perception and pro-
duction; but it also places us on the
threshold of the emergence of abstrac-

tion within money itself, namely what we
now call finance capital. 5 And within the
Benjaminian collage of phenomena that
makes up the essay's texture we also find
the following fateful sentence: discussing
the new internal dynamics of abstraction,
the way in which, like capital itself, it
begins to expand under its own moment,
Simmel tells us this: 'this may be illus-
trated by the fact that within the city the
"unearned increment" of ground rent,
through a mere increase in traffic, brings
to its owner profits which are self-gener-
ating.' 6 It is enough: these are the con-
nections we have been looking for; now
let us retrace our steps and begin again
with the possible kinships between mod-
ern or postmodern architectural form and
the self-multiplying exploitations of the
space of the great industrial cities.

Death by FIRE

I have been particularly interested, in this
respect, in a somewhat badly organized
and repetitive book, which, like a good
detective story, has an engaging narra-
tive to tell and has all the excitement of
discovery and revelation: this is the
Assassination of New York by Robert
Fitch, and it will offer the occasion, not
merely to confront the urban with the
architectural, but also to assess the func-
tion of land speculation and to compare
the explanatory value of various theories
(and the place of mediations in them). 7
Put baldly, as he himself does fairly often,
Fitch conceives of the 'assassination' of
New York as the process whereby pro-
duction is deliberately driven out of the
city in order to make way for business
office space-finance, insurance, real
estate: the policy is supposed to revitalize
the city and promote new growth, and its
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Such statements clearly reinforce the
proposition that the aim of getting rid of
the garment district and the port of New
York was a conscious one, elaborated in
a number of strategies over the fifty-year
period between the late 1920s and the
1980s, which were finally successful,
entailing in the process the deterioration
of the city in its present form. One does
not particularly have to argue about the
evaluation of the result, but the motiva-
tion behind this 'conspiracy' does now
need to be set in place. unsurprisingly it
has to do with land speculation and the
stunning appreciation of land values
which results from the 'liberation' of real
estate from its occupancy of various
kinds of small businesses and manufac-
ture. 'there is a nearly 1000 per cent
spread between the rent received for fac-
tory space and the rent landlords get for
class A office space. Simply by changing
the land use, one's capital could increase
in value many times. Presently, a long-
term us bond yields something on the
order of 6 per cent.' 10
Behind this more general 'conspiratorial'
explanation, there lies, as we shall see, a
more specific and local conspiracy whose
investigators will be named in time. But
this particular explanation, on this level of
generality, in fact tends to confirm a more
properly Marxian notion of the 'logic of
capital', and in particular of the causal
relationship of such immediate real
estate developments to a (relatively cycli-
cal) notion of the moment of finance cap-
ital, which interests me in the present
context. Save for one exception, which
will be identified in the second conspiracy
theory, and which will be touched on later,
Fitch is not interested in the cultural level
of these developments, or in the kind of
architecture or architectural style which

might accompany a deployment of
finance capital. these are presumably
superstructural epiphenomena which it is
customary to dismiss in debunking analy-
ses of this kind, or which such analyses
tend to see as a kind of cultural and ide-
ological smoke-screen for the real
processes-in other words an implicit apol-
ogy for them. We'll come back to this cen-
tral problem of the relationship between
art or culture and the economy later on.

Capital and Contradiction

For the moment, what needs to be
observed is that concepts of 'trends' or
the inevitability of the logic of capital do
not give a complete or even an adequate
picture of the Marxian view of these
processes: what is missing is the crucial
idea of contradiction. For the very notion
of trends in investment, capital flight, the
movement of finance capital away from
manufacturing and into land speculation,
is inseparable from the contradictions
that produce these uneven investment
possibilities across the field, but also, and
above all, from the impossibility of resolv-
ing them. this is in fact exactly what Fitch
shows with his impressive statistics about
vacancy rates in the new speculative
construction of white-collar office build-
ings: the redeployment of investments in
that direction also solves nothing, having
destroyed the viable city fabric that would
have produced new returns (and increas-
ing employment) in those spaces in the
first place. there could obviously be a
narrative satisfaction in this outcome, too
('the wages of sin'); but clearly enough,
from Fitch's point of view, the prospect of
inevitable contradictions- which might
enhance a rather different conception of
the possibilities of political action-is
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equally incompatible with the kind of
activism he has in mind.

At this stage, we already have several
levels of abstraction: at the most rarefied
end, a conception of the preponderance
of finance capital today, which Giovanni
Arrighi has usefully redefined for us as a
moment in the historical development of
capital as such.11 Arrighi posits, indeed,
three stages-first the investment-seeking
implantation of capital in a new region;
then the productive development of that
region in terms of industry and manufac-
ture; and finally, a deterritorialization of
the capital in heavy industry in order for it
to seek its reproduction and multiplication
in financial speculation-after which this
same capital takes flight to a new region
and the cycle begins again. Arrighi finds
his point of departure in a phrase of
Fernand Braudel-'the stage of financial
expansion is always a sign of autumn'-
and thus inscribes his analysis of finance
capital on a spiral, rather than, in some
static and structural fashion, as a perma-
nent and relatively stable feature of 'cap-
italism' everywhere. to think otherwise is
to relegate the most striking economic
developments of the Reagan-thatcher
era-developments which are also cultural
ones, as I want to argue- to the realm of
sheer illusion and epiphenomena; or to
consider them, as Fitch seems to do
here, as the merest and most noxious by-
products of a conspiracy whose condi-
tions of possibility remain unexplained.
the shift from investments in production
to speculation on the stock market, the
globalization of finance, and-what con-
cerns us especially here-the new level of
a frenzied engagement with real estate
values, these are realities with conse-
quences for social life today (as the rest

of Fitch's book so dramatically demon-
strates for the admittedly very special
case of New York City); and the effort to
theorize those new developments is very
far from being an academic matter.

On Restructuring as a Product of the Age

But with this in mind, we may turn to
Fitch's other basic polemic target, which
he tends to associate with Daniel Bell's
old idea of a 'postindustrial' society, a
social order in which the classic dynam-
ics of capitalism have been displaced,
and perhaps even replaced, by the pri-
macy of science and technology, itself
now offering a different kind of explana-
tion of the alleged shift from a production
to a service economy. the critique here is
thus focused on two, not necessarily
related hypotheses. the one posits a
well-nigh structural mutation of the econ-
omy away from heavy industry and in the
direction of an unaccountably massive
service sector: it thereby offers ideologi-
cal support to the elite New York planners
who wish to deindustrialize New York,
and can therefore find aid and comfort in
the notion of the historical inevitability of
the 'end' of production in its older sense.
But the commodification of services can
also be accounted for in a Marxian frame-
work (and was so explained, prophetical-
ly, as long ago as Harry Braverman's
great book, Labor and Monopoly Capital,
in 1976)12; I won't pursue that point any
further today, particularly since the devel-
opment Fitch has principally in mind con-
cerns office workers in business high
rises more specifically than the service
industries.

the second idea he associates with that
of Bell's putative 'post-industrial society'
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has to do with globalization and the
cybernetic revolution, in the process tak-
ing sideswipes at some very eminent
contemporary accounts of the new global
or informational city-by Manuel Castells
and Saskia Sassen in particular. 13 But
surely the emphasis on the new commu-
nications technologies need not imply a
commitment to Bell's notorious hypothe-
sis of a change in the mode of production
itself. the replacement of water power by
gas and later on by electricity involved
momentous mutations in the spatial
dynamics of capitalism, as well as in the
nature of daily life, the structure of the
labour process, and the very constitution
of the social fabric-but the system
remained capitalist. It is true that a whole
variegated ideology of the communica-
tional and the cybernetic has emerged in
recent years, and that it merits theoretical
challenge, ideological analysis and cri-
tique, and sometimes even outright
deconstruction. Nevertheless, the acc-
ount of capital developed by Marx and by
so many others since his day can perfect-
ly well accommodate the changes in
question; and indeed the dialectic itself
has as its most vital philosophical func-
tion to coordinate two aspects or faces of
history which we otherwise seem ill-
equipped to think: namely identity and dif-
ference all at once, the way in which a
thing can both change and remain the
same, can undergo the most astonishing
mutations and expansions and still con-
stitute the operation of some basic and
persistent structure. Indeed, one can
argue, as some have, that the contempo-
rary period, which includes all these spa-
tial and technological innovations, may
approximate Marx's abstract model more
satisfactorily than the still semi-industrial
and semi-agricultural societies of Marx's

own day.14 More modestly, however,
I simply want to suggest that whatever
the historical truth of the hypothesis
about the cybernetic revolution, it is
enough to register a widespread belief in
it and in its effects, not merely on the part
of elites but also in the populations of the
First World states, for such a belief to
constitute a social fact of the greatest
importance, which cannot be dismissed
as sheer error. In that case, one must
also see Fitch's work dialectically, as an
effort to restore the other part of the
famous sentence, and to remind us that it
is people who still make this history, even
if they make it 'in circumstances not of
their own choosing'.
We must therefore look a little more
closely into this question of the people
who have made the spatial history of New
York, and this brings us to the inner or
more concrete conspiracy which Fitch
dramatically wishes to disclose to us,
complete with the names of the perpetra-
tors and an account of their activities. We
have already noted one level of the oper-
ation-that of New York's planners, who
are also part of the circle of New York's
financial and business elite. Fitch has
certainly named names here and given
brief accounts of some of the careers of
the players, though at a still relatively col-
lective level, in which these concrete
biographical people still represent a gen-
eral class dynamic. It does not seem
unfair to invoke the dialectic one more
time by observing that, in so far as Fitch
wishes to appeal to the activism of indi-
viduals in his political programme for the
regeneration of New York, he is also
obliged to identify specific individuals on
the other side and to validate his claim
that individuals can still accomplish
things in history with an equal demonstra-
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tion that individuals have already done
so, and have brought us to this sorry pass
by way of their agency as private people-
and not as disembodied classes.

Ironically, and it is an irony he himself
points out, there is a precedent for such
an account of a specifically individual
conspiracy against the city; and this lies
in the identification of Robert Moses as
the fundamental agent and villain in its
transformations, an account we owe to
Robert Caro's extraordinary biography,
the Power Broker.15 We will see in a
moment why Fitch needs to resist this
particular account, suggesting that its
function is to make Moses into the scape-
goat for these developments: 'in retro-
spect it will turn out that Moses's greatest
civic accomplishment was not the
Coliseum or Jones Beach but taking the
rap for two generations of New York City
planning failures.'16 Fair enough: every
causal level invites the deeper digging for
another one and sends us back another
step, to construct a more fundamental
'causal level' behind it: was Moses really
a world-historical actor, was he really act-
ing on his own, and so on? And it is true
that behind the richness of Caro's varie-
gated accounts, there eventually looms a
purely psychological dimension: because
Moses was like that, because he wanted
power and activity, because he had the
genius to foresee all the possibilities, and
so forth. Fitch's implicit critique is, howev-
er, more telling-and it tells against his
own ultimate version of the narrative as
well: the private individual Moses is not
representative enough to bear the whole
weight of the story, which demands an
agent who is both individual and repre-
sentative of collectivity all at once.

Rockefeller's Center and Rockefeller's
Fortune

Enter Nelson Rockefeller: for it is he, or
rather the Rockefeller family themselves
as a group of individuals, who will now
offer the key to the mystery story and
serve as the centre of Fitch's new version
of the tale. I will quickly summarize this
interesting new story: it begins with a dis-
astrous mistake on the part of the
Rockefeller family-or, more particularly,
John D. Rockefeller Jr.-which was to take
out a twenty-one-year lease from
Columbia university on the midtown plot
of land on which Rockefeller Center now
stands: we are in 1928, and from that
date, Fitch tells us, 'to 1988 when they flip
Rockefeller Center to the Japanese,
understanding what the Rockefellers
want is prerequisite to grasping what the
city becomes'.17 We need to ground that
understanding in two facts: first,
Rockefeller Center is initially a failure,
that is to say, occupancy rates in the
1930s range only from '30 per cent to 60
per cent' owing to its eccentric positioning
in the midtown.18 Furthermore, many of
the tenants were peers whom the
Rockefellers made special arrangements
to attract-or to coerce, as the case may
be. 'It was Nelson who had digested the
results of the transit study which the fam-
ily had commissioned to find out why
Rockefeller Center was empty. the prin-
cipal reason, the consultants explained,
was that Rockefeller Center lacked
access to mass transit. It was too far from
times Square. too far from Grand
Central. Mass transit was the key to
healthy office development. the automo-
bile was killing it.'19 As we have already
indicated, the motivation behind a devel-
opment of this kind lies in the fabulous
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appreciation in value of the developed
property: but under the twin circum-
stances of massive vacancies and the
rental obligations to Columbia, the
Rockefellers were unable to make good
on these future prospects.

the second crucial fact, according to
Fitch, is to be documented in Richardson
Dillworth's testimony at Nelson
Rockefeller's vice-presidential confirma-
tion hearing in 1974 which not only
revealed 'that by far the bulk of the fami-
ly's $1.3 billion wealth came from mid-
town-the equity in Rockefeller Center',
but also the degree to which the family
fortune had at that point 'dwindled spec-
tacularly', and indeed, by the mid-1970s
'shrunk by two-thirds'. 20 this particular
real estate investment thus marks a des-
perate crisis in the fortunes of the
Rockefellers, a crisis that can only be sur-
mounted in four ways: either the lease
with Columbia is modified in their favour-
understandably enough, the university is
unwilling to comply-or it is abandoned
altogether, with disastrous losses. Or the
area immediately surrounding the Center
is favourably developed, by the
Rockefellers themselves: a solution that
in effect means pouring good money after
bad. Or else: 'other obstacles seemed
insuperable without changing the struc-
ture of the city, but this is precisely what
the family now proceeded to do.
ultimately, the city officials proved far
easier to manipulate than the trustees of
Columbia university or the thirties real
estate market'.21 It is a breathtaking and
Promethean proposition: to change the
whole world in order to accommodate the
self: even Fitch is somewhat embar-
rassed at his own daring. 'How could
such a family [their civic and cultural

achievements having been enumerated]
be totally obsessed with such mean
endeavours as driving hot dog sellers
away from 42nd Street?' 'An explanation
relying on the behaviour of one family, it
must be conceded, seems less than
robust . . . Doctrinaire historical determin-
ists will naturally insist that New York
would be "just the same" without the
Rockefellers'; 'A focus on the family may
annoy academic Marxists for whom the
capitalist is only the personification of
abstract capital and who believe, aus-
terely, that any discussion of individuals
in economic analysis represents a fatal
concession to populism and empiricism'.
And so on.22

On the contrary, Fitch here gives us a
textbook demonstration of the 'logic of
capital', and in particular of that Hegelian
'ruse of Reason' or 'ruse of History',
whereby a collective process uses indi-
viduals for its own ends. the idea comes
from Hegel's early study of Adam Smith
and is in fact a transposition of the latter's
well-known identification of the 'invisible
hand' of the market. Discussions of
Hegel's version mostly assume that the
crucial distinction here runs between con-
scious action and unconscious meaning;
I think it is better to posit a radical disjunc-
tion between the individual-and the
meanings and motives of individual
action-and the logic of the collective, or of
History, of the systemic. From their point
of view-and on Fitch's own interpretation-
the Rockefellers were very conscious of
their project, which was a completely
rational one. As for the systemic conse-
quences, we are of course free to sup-
pose that they could not foresee them, or
even that they did not care. But on the
dialectical reading, those consequences
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are part and parcel of a systemic logic
which is radically different from the logic
of individual action, with which it can only
rarely, and with great effort, be held
together within the problematic confines
of a single thought.

the Ruse of History

I need to make a brief digression at this
point on the philosophical positions at
stake here. Hegel was very conscious of
chance, or as we would call it today, of
contingency;23 and a necessary contin-
gency is always foreseen in his larger
systemic narratives, which however do
not always insist on it explicitly, so that
the occasional reader may be forgiven for
overlooking Hegel's own commitment to
it. Yet at the level of chance and contin-
gency systemic processes are very far
from being inevitable; they can be inter-
rupted, nipped in the bud, deflected,
slowed down, and so forth. Remember
that Hegel's perspective is a retrospec-
tion, which only seeks to rediscover the
necessity and the meaning of what has
already happened: the famous owl of
Minerva that flies at dusk. Perhaps, since
contemporary historians have rediscov-
ered the constitutive role of warfare in
history with such gusto, a military analo-
gy may be appropriate: the 'conditions
not of our own making' can then be iden-
tified as the military situation, the terrain,
the disposition of forces, and the like; the
individual then in the synthesis of percep-
tion organizes all that data into a unified
field in which the options and the oppor-
tunities become visible. It is this last
which is the realm of individual creativity
with respect to history, and, as we shall
see later on, it holds for artistic and cultur-
al creation just as much as for the individ-

ual capitalists.24 A collective movement of
resistance is on a somewhat different
level, even though famously there are
moments in which individual leaders also
have just such strategic as well as tactical
perceptions of possibility. But the ruse of
History runs both ways; and if individual
capitalists can sometimes be instrumen-
tal in working towards their own undoing
(the deterioration of New York City is not
a bad example), so also left movements
sometimes unwittingly promote the
'cause' of their adversaries (in impelling
them to new technological innovations,
for example). A satisfactory conception of
politics is one in which both the systemic
and the individual are somehow coordi-
nated-or, if you prefer, to use a popular
slogan Fitch often parodies here, in which
the global and the local are somehow
reconnected.

But now we need to move more rapidly in
two directions at once-perhaps these are
indeed some version of the systemic and
the local: one road leads us towards the
individual buildings themselves, the other
towards a further interrogation of finance
capital and land speculation which can be
expected to bring us at length to that
knotty theoretical problem which the
Marxian tradition quaintly designates as
'ground rent'. the building looms up first,
or rather the complex of buildings, and it
is best to respect its unavoidability. It is of
course Rockefeller Center: the stake in
all these manoeuvres, and the object of a
good deal of interesting architectural
analysis. Fitch seems relatively bemused
by such discussions: 'the modern archi-
tectural equivalent of a medieval cathe-
dral', he quotes Carol Krinsky as saying,
correcting this seemingly positive assess-
ment with Douglas Heskell's perception
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of the Center as 'some giant burial place',
before washing his own hands of the mat-
ter: 'there is no way to confirm or discon-
firm perceived symbolic values'. 25 I think
he is mistaken about this: there are cer-
tainly ways of analyzing such 'perceived
symbolic values' as social and historical
facts-I don't know what 'confirm' or 'dis-
confirm' might mean here. What is clear-
er is that Fitch is not interested in doing
so, and that in terms of his own analysis
the cultural icing has little enough to do
with the ingredients out of which the cake
has been baked-along with the availabili-
ty of the ovens, etc., etc. Oddly, this dis-
junction of symbolic value and economic
activity is also registered by the work of
one of the subtlest and most complex
contemporary architectural theorists,
Manfredo tafuri himself, who has devot-
ed a whole monograph to the context in
which the Center is to be evaluated.

tafuri's interpretative method can be
described as follows: the premise is that,
at least in this society-under capitalism-
an individual building will always stand in
contradiction with its urban context and
also with its social function. the interest-
ing buildings are those which try to
resolve those contradictions through
more or less ingenious formal and stylis-
tic innovations. the resolutions are nec-
essarily failures, because they remain in
an aesthetic realm that is disjoined from
the social one from which such contradic-
tions spring; and also because social or
systemic change would have to be total
rather than piecemeal. So tafuri's analy-
ses tend to be a litany of failures, and the
'imaginary resolutions' are often
described at a high level of abstraction,
giving the picture of an interplay of 'isms'
or disembodied styles, which it is left to

the reader to restore to concrete percep-
tion.

the Lack of the New

In the case of Rockefeller Center, howev-
er, we may well face a redoubling of this
situation: for tafuri and his colleagues, on
whose collective volume the American
City I draw here, also seem to think that
the situation of the American city-and the
buildings to be constructed in it-is some-
how doubly contradictory. the absence of
a past, waves of immigration, construc-
tion on a tabula rasa: these are certainly
features one would expect the Italian
observer to insist on. But the Americans
are contradicted twice-over, and doubly
doomed so to speak, because, in addi-
tion, their very formal raw materials are
borrowed European styles, which they
can only coordinate and amalgamate in
various ways, without seemingly being
able to invent any new ones. In other
words, the invention of the New is already
impossible and contradictory in the gen-
eral context of capitalism; but the eclecti-
cism of a play of those already impossible
styles in the us then replays that impossi-
bility and those contradictions at one
remove.

tafuri's discussion of Rockefeller Center
is embedded in a larger discussion of the
symbolic value of the American sky-
scraper itself, which at the outset consti-
tutes 'an organism that, by its very
nature, defies all rules of proportion' and
thus wishes to soar out of the city and
against it as a 'unique event'. 26 Yet as
the industrial city and its corporate organ-
ization progresses, 'the skyscraper as an
"event", as an "anarchic individual" that,
by projecting its image into the commer-
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cial centre of the city, creates an unstable
equilibrium between the independence of
a single corporation and the organization
of collective capital, no longer appear[s]
to be a completely suitable structure'. 27
As I follow the complex and detailed his-
tory that tafuri then outlinesrunning from
the Chicago tribune competition in 1922
all the way to the construction of
Rockefeller Center itself in the early
1930s-I seem to be reading a dialectical
narrative in which the skyscraper evolves
away from its status as 'unique event',
and towards a new conception of the
enclave, within the city but apart from it,
now reproducing something of the com-
plexity of the city on a smaller scale: the
'enchanted mountain', in its failure to
engage the city fabric in some new and
innovative way, is thus doomed to make
itself over into a miniature city within the
city, and thus to abandon the fundamen-
tal contradiction it was called upon to
resolve. Rockefeller Center will now
serve as the climax of this development.

In Rockefeller Center (1931-1940), the
anticipatory ideas of Saarinen, the pro-
grams of the Regional Plan of New York,
Ferriss's images, and Hood's various pur-
suits were finally brought into synthesis.
this statement is true in spite of the fact
that Rockefeller Center was completely
divorced from any regionalist conception
and that it thoroughly ignored any urban
considerations beyond the three midtown
lots on which the complex was to rise. It
was, in fact, a selective synthesis, the
significance of which lies precisely in its
choices and rejections. From Saarinen's
Chicago lakefront, Rockefeller Center
drew only its amplified scale and the
coordinated unity of a skyscraper com-
plex related to an open space provided

with services for the public. From the
recently developed taste for the
International style, it accepted volumetric
purity, without, however, renouncing the
enrichments of Art Deco. From Adam's
images of the new Manhattan, it extract-
ed the concept of a contained and ration-
al concentration, an oasis of order.
Moreover, all the concepts accepted
were stripped of any utopian character;
Rockefeller Center in no way contested
the established institutions or the current
dynamics of the city. Indeed, it took its
place in Manhattan as an island of 'equi-
librated speculation' and emphasized in
every way its character as a closed and
circumscribed intervention, which never-
theless purported to serve as a model.28
And now the allegorical interpretation
becomes clearer: the Center was 'an
attempt to celebrate the reconciliation of
the trusts and the collectivity on an urban
scale'. 29 this, and not cultural window-
dressing, is the symbolic significance of
the building; and its eclectic play of
styles-for tafuri as superficial a decora-
tion as for Fitch-has the function of signi-
fying 'collective culture' to its general pub-
lic and of documenting the claim of the
Center to address public concerns, as
much as to secure business and financial
objectives.

the Modernist Center

Before turning to another related and
even more contemporary analysis of
Rockefeller Center, however, it may be
worth recalling the emblematic value of
the Center for the modernist tradition
itself. Indeed, it figures prominently in
what was surely for many years the fun-
damental text and ideological statement
of architectural modernism, namely
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Siegfried Giedion's Space, time and
Architecture, which, promoting a new
time-space aesthetic in the wake of Le
Corbusier, in order to invent a viable con-
temporary alternative for the Baroque tra-
dition of city planning, saw the fourteen
associated buildings of the Center as a
unique attempt to implant a new concep-
tion of urban design within the (to him
intolerable) constriction of Manhattan's
grid. the original fourteen buildings occu-
pied 'an area of almost three city blocks
(around twelve acres) . . . cut out from
New York's checkerboard grid.' these
buildings, of variable height, and at least
one of them, the rca building, a sky-
scraper slab some seventy stories tall,
'are freely disposed in space and enclose
an open area, the Rockefeller Plaza,
which is used as an iceskating rink
throughout the winter.' 30
In the light of what has been said, it will
not be inappropriate to characterize
Giedion's space-time concept, at least in
the us context, as a Robert Moses aes-
thetic, in so far as his principal examples
are the first great parkways (brand-new in
this period), about which he celebrates
the kinetic experience: 'Riding up and
down the long sweeping grades pro-
duced an exhilarating dual feeling, one of
being connected with the soil and yet of
hovering just above it, a feeling like noth-
ing else so much as sliding swiftly on skis
through untouched snow down the sides
of high mountains'.31

the bleakness of tafuri's readings
always stemmed from the principled
absence in his work of any possible
future aesthetic, any fantasized solution
to the dilemmas of the capitalist city, any
avant-garde path by which art might hope
to make a contribution to a world-trans-

formation which could for him only be
economic and political. Obviously the
modern movement itself meant precisely
all these things, and Giedion's space-
time concept, now so distant from us and
so redolent of a bygone age, was an influ-
ential attempt to synthesize its various
tendencies.

It implied a transcendence of individual
experience which presumably also prom-
ised an expansion of it, in the world of the
automobile and the aeroplane. thus, of
Rockefeller Center, Giedion asserts:
"nothing new or significant can be
observed in looking over a map of the
site. the ground plan reveals nothing . . .
the actual arrangement and disposition
of the buildings can be seen and grasped
only from the air. An air-view picture
reveals that the various high buildings are
spread out in an open arrangement . . .
like the vanes of a windmill, the different
volumes so placed that their shadows fall
as little as possible upon one another . . .
Moving in the midst of the buildings
through Rockefeller Plaza . . . one
becomes conscious of new and unaccus-
tomed interrelations between them. they
cannot be grasped from any single posi-
tion or embraced in any single view . . .
[this produces] an extraordinary new
effect, somewhat like that of a rotating
sphere of mirrored facets in a ballroom
when the facets reflect whirling spots of
light in all directions and in every dimen-
sion."32

this is not the place to evaluate the mod-
ernist aesthetic more comprehensively,
but rather the moment to observe that-
whatever the value of Giedion's aesthetic
enthusiasm - it seems to have been
wiped out by the proliferation of such
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buildings and spaces across Manhattan
altogether: or perhaps one should say
this negatively and suggest that the mod-
ernist euphoria was dependent on the rel-
ative scarcity of such new projects,
spaces and constructions: Rockefeller
Center is for the 1930s, and thereby for
Giedion at that moment, a novum, some-
thing it no longer is for us.

When this space is utterly over-built,
then, as it is today, the need arises for a
rather different kind of aesthetic, which as
we have seen tafuri refuses to provide.
But what tafuri deplores and Giedion
does not yet anticipate-a chaos of over-
building and congestion-it is the originali-
ty of Rem Koolhaas to celebrate and to
embrace. Delirious New York thus enthu-
siastically welcomes the contradictions
tafuri denounces, and makes of this res-
olute embrace of the irresolvable a new
aesthetic of a very different kind from
Giedion's: an aesthetic for which, howev-
er, Rockefeller Center again stands as a
peculiarly central lesson.

Koolhaas's reading of the Center is of
course embedded in his more general
proposition about the enabling structure
of the Manhattan grid, but what I want to
underscore here is the specificity with
which he is able to endow tafuri's still
very abstract formulation of the funda-
mental contradiction-the two discussions,
as far as I can see, taking place com-
pletely independently of each other and
without cross-reference. For now it
becomes Raymond Hood's inner 'schizo-
phrenia' as expressed, for example, in his
impertinent combination of an immense
parking garage with the solemnity of an
enormous house of prayer in Columbus,
Ohio, which makes him over into the

fittest Hegelian instrument for
Manhattan's 'ruse of reason', allowing
him 'simultaneously to derive energy and
inspiration from Manhattan as irrational
fantasy and to establish its unprecedent-
ed theorems in a series of strictly rational
steps'; 33 or, to take a slightly different for-
mulation, to achieve an aetefact-in this
case, the McGraw-Hill Building-which
'looks like a fire raging inside an iceberg:
the fire of Manhattanism inside the ice-
berg of Modernism'.34

But the more definitive account of the
opposition will posit the term congestion,
along with its novel solution in Hood's
'city within a city', namely to 'solve con-
gestion by creating more congestion'35
and to interiorize it within the building
complex itself. the concept of congestion
now condenses several different mean-
ings: use and consumption, the urban,
but also the business exploitation of the
parcels, traffic along with ground rent, but
also the foregrounding of the collective or
popular, populist appeal. It can be seen
that it is itself the mediation between all
these hitherto distinct features of the phe-
nomenon and the problem; just as
Koolhaas's more general specification
serves as the mediation between tafuri's
abstractions and a consideration of the
concrete building complex in either archi-
tectural or commercial terms. the other
term of the antithesis is less definitively
formulated, probably because it runs the
danger of endorsing the Center's taste or
aesthetic: sometimes in Koolhaas's
account it is simply 'beauty' ('the paradox
of maximum congestion combined with
maximum beauty')36 just as in tafuri it is
often simply 'spirituality'. But clearly
enough this gesture towards the cultural
realm and its function as a Barthesian
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'sign' or connotation can itself be pro-
longed and incrementally specified. the
crucial operation is the establishment of a
mediation capable of translation in either
direction: able to function as a character-
ization of the economic determinants of
this construction within the city fully as
much as it can offer directions for aes-
thetic analysis and cultural interpretation.

Value

Put another way, these analyses seem
both to demand and to evade the tradi-
tional academic question about the aes-
thetic, namely that of value. As a work of
art, how is Rockefeller Center to be
judged; indeed, does this question have
any relevance at all in the present con-
text? Both tafuri and Koolhaas centre
their discussions on the act of the archi-
tect himself: on what he confronts in the
situation, let alone the raw materials and
forms; on the deeper contradictions he
must somehow resolve in order to build
anything-and in particular the tension
between the urban fabric or totality and
the individual building or monument (in
this case the peculiar role and structure
of the skyscraper). It is an analysis that
can cut either way, as in the now time-
honoured formula of imaginary toads in
real gardens; or as Kenneth Burke liked
to put it, the interesting peculiarity of the
slogan, 'symbolic act', is that you can and
must choose your emphasis in a neces-
sarily binary way. the work may thus turn
out to be a symbolic act, a real form of
praxis in the symbolic realm; but in might
also prove to be a merely symbolic act,
an attempt to act in a realm in which
action is impossible and does not exist as
such. I thus have the feeling that for
tafuri, Rockefeller Center is this last-a

merely symbolic act, which necessarily
fails to resolve its contradictions; where-
as for Koolhaas, it is the fact of creative
and productive action within the symbolic
that is the source of aesthetic excitement.
But perhaps, on both accounts, the prob-
lem is simply that we have to do with a
bad, or at the best a mediocre set of
buildings: so that the question of value is
then out of place and excluded from the
outset. Yet in this context, in which the
individual building seeks somehow to
secure its place within the urban, and
within a real city that already exists, is it
possible that all buildings are bad, or at
least failures in this sense? Or is the aes-
thetic of the individual building radically to
be disjoined from the problem of the
urban in such a way that the problems
raised by each belong and remain in sep-
arate compartments-or I dare say in sep-
arate departments.

But now I want to turn briefly to the other
basic issue: the matter of 'ground rent',
before making some hypotheses about
the relationship between architecture and
finance capital today. the problem of the
value of land at best posed well-nigh
insuperable difficulties for classical politi-
cal economy, not least because in that
period (the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries) the process whereby
traditional and often collective holdings
were being commodified and privatized
as Western capitalism developed was
substantially incomplete: and this includ-
ed the basic historical and structural ten-
dency towards the commodification of
farm labour, or in other words the trans-
formation of peasants into agricultural
workers, a process far more complete
today than it was even at the time of
Marx, let alone that of Ricardo. But the
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elimination of the peasantry as a feudal
class or caste is not the same as the
elimination of the problem of land values
and ground rent. I must pay tribute here
to David Harvey's the Limits to Capital,
which is not only one of the most lucid
and satisfying recent attempts to outline
Marx's economic thought, but also per-
haps the only one to tackle the thorny
problem of ground rent in Marx, whose
own analysis was cut short by his death-
its published, posthumous version being
cobbled together by Engels. I do not want
to get into the theory, but only to report
that, according to Harvey's magisterial
review and re-theorization-he offers us a
plausible account of the more complicat-
ed scheme Marx might have elaborated
had he lived-ground rent and value in
land are both essential to the dynamic of
capitalism and also a source of contradic-
tion for it: if too much investment is immo-
bilized in land, there are problems; if
investment in land could be imagined as
being out of the picture, there are equally
grave problems in another direction. So
the moment of ground rent, and that
moment of finance capital which is organ-
ized around it, are permanent structural
elements of the system, sometimes tak-
ing a secondary role and sinking into
insignificance, sometimes, as in our own
period, coming to the fore as though they
were the principal locus of capitalist accu-
mulation.

But what I mainly want to appeal to
Harvey for is his account of the nature of
value in land; you will remember, or can
easily deduce, that if land has a value,
this last cannot be explained by any
labour theory of value. Labour can add
value in the form of improvements; but
labour cannot possibly be imagined to be

the source of land value as it is for the
value of industrial production. But land
has value nonetheless: how to explain
this paradox? Harvey suggests that for
Marx the value of land is something like a
structurally necessary fiction. And indeed
he calls it precisely that, in the key
expression 'fictitious capital'-'a flow of
money capital not backed by any com-
modity transaction'.37 this is possible
only because fictitious capital is oriented
towards the expectation of future value:
and thus with one stroke the value of land
is revealed to be intimately related to the
credit system, the stock market and
finance capital generally: 'under such
conditions the land is treated as a pure
financial asset which is bought and sold
according to the rent it yields. Like all
such forms of fictitious capital, what is
traded is a claim upon future revenues,
which means a claim upon future profits
from the use of the land or, more directly,
a claim upon future labour'.38

the time - Space Continuum under
Capital

Now our series of mediations is com-
plete, or at least more complete than it
was: time and a new relationship to the
future as the space of necessary expec-
tation of revenue and capital accumula-
tion-or, if you prefer, the structural reor-
ganization of time itself into a kind of
futures market- this is now the final link in
the chain which leads from finance capi-
tal through land speculation to aesthetics
and cultural production itself, or in other
words, in our context, to architecture. All
the historians of ideas tell us tirelessly
about the way in which, in modernity, the
emergence of the modality of various
future tenses not only displaces the older
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mass and weight while enhancing the
volume and the contour-the difference
between brick and a balloon'. 43 What it
would be important to develop is that both
of these principles-features of the mod-
ern which are then projected into whole
new and original spatial worlds in their
own right-no longer operate according to
the older modern binary oppositions.
Weight or embodiment along with its pro-
gressive attenuation no longer posits the
nonbody or the spirit as an opposite; in
the same way, where the free plan posit-
ed an older bourgeois space to be can-
celled, the infinite new isometric kind can-
cels nothing, but simply develops under
its own momentum like a new dimension.
Without wishing to belabour the point, it
strikes me that the abstract dimension or
materialist sublimation of finance capital
enjoys something of the same semi-
autonomy as cyberspace.

the Ghost of the Architectural

'to the second power': this is more or less
the formula in terms of which we have
been imagining some new cultural logic
beyond the modern one; and the formula
can certainly be specified in any number
of different ways: Barthesian connotation,
for example, or reflection about reflec-
tion-provided only that it is not construed
as increasing the magnitude of the 'first
power' as in mathematical progressions.
Probably Simmel's comparison with
voyeurism does not quite do the trick,
particularly since he has to do with some
'first' or 'normal' finance capitalism only,
and not the heightened forms of abstrac-
tion produced by our current variety, from
which even those objects susceptible of
voyeuristic pleasure seem to have disap-
peared.44 Whence, no doubt, the resur-

gence of ancient theories of the simu-
lacrum, as some abstraction from beyond
the already abstracted image. Jean
Baudrillard's work is surely the most
inventive exploration of the paradoxes
and after-images of this new dimension
of things, which he does not yet, I think,
identify with finance capital; and I have
already mentioned cyberspace, a rather
different representational version of what
cannot be represented and yet is more
concrete-at least in cyberpunk science
fiction like that of William Gibson-than the
old modernist abstractions of cubism or
classical science fiction itself.

Yet, as we are certainly haunted by this
particular spectre, perhaps it is in the
ghost story itself-and particularly its post-
modern varieties-that some very provi-
sional analogy can be sought in conclu-
sion. the ghost story is indeed virtually
the architectural genre par excellence,
wedded as it is to rooms and buildings
ineradicably stained with the memory of
gruesome events, material structures in
which the past literally 'weighs like a
nightmare on the brain of the living'. Yet,
just as the sense of the past and of histo-
ry followed the extended family into obliv-
ion, lacking the elders whose storytelling
alone could inscribe it as sheer event into
the listening minds of later generations,
so also urban renewal seems every-
where in the process of sanitizing the
ancient corridors and bedrooms to which
alone a ghost might cling. (the haunting
of open air sites, such as a gallows hill or
a sacred burial ground, would seem to
present a still earlier, pre-modern situa-
tion.)

Yet the time is still 'out of joint', and
Derrida has restored to the ghoststory
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sense of the past and of tradition, but also
structures that new form of historicity
which is ours. the effects are palpable in
the history of ideas, and also, one would
think, more immediately in the structure
of narrative itself. Can all this be theo-
rized in its effects on the architectural and
spatial field? As far as I know, only
Manfredo tafuri and his philosophical col-
laborator Massimo Cacciari have evoked
a 'planification of the future', which their
discussion, however, limits to Keyne-
sianism or in other words to liberal capital
and social democracy. We have, howev-
er, posited this new colonization of the
future as a fundamental tendency in cap-
italism itself, and the perpetual source of
the perpetual recrudescence of finance
capital and land speculation.
One can certainly begin a properly aes-
thetic exploration of these issues with a
question about the way in which specific
'futures'-now in the financial as well as
the temporal sense-come to be structural
features of the newer architecture: some-
thing like planned obsolescence, if you
like, in the certainty that the building will
no longer ever have any aura of perma-
nence, but will bear in its very raw mate-
rials the impending certainty of its own
future demolition.

But I need to make at least a gesture
towards fulfilling my initial programme-
setting in place the chain of mediations
that might lead from infrastructure (land
speculation, finance capital) to super-
structure (aesthetic form); I will take the
short-cut of cannibalizing the wonderful
descriptions of Charles Jencks in his
semiotics of what he calls 'late moderni-
ty'-a distinction that will not particularly
concern us in the present context. Jencks
first allows us to see the way not to do

this: that of thematic self-reference, as
when Anthony Lumsden's Branch Bank
project in Bumi Daya 'alludes to the silver
standard and an area of investment
where the bank's money is possibly
headed'.39

But then he also identifies at least two
features-and very fundamental ones at
that-which might well be appealed to to
illustrate something of the formal over-
tones proper to a late finance capitalism.
that these are, as he argues, extreme
developments of the features of the mod-
ern, energetic distortions which end up
turning this work against the very spirit of
the modern, only reinforces the general
argument: modernism to the second
power no longer looks like modernism at
all, but some other space altogether.

the two features I have in mind are 'ex-
treme isometric space' and, no doubt
even more predictably, not just the glass
skin but its 'enclosed skin volumes'.40
Isometric space, however much it derived
from the modernist 'free plan', becomes
the very element of delirious equivalence
itself, in which not even the monetary
medium remains, and not only the con-
tents but also the frames are now freed to
endless metamorphosis: 'Mies's endless,
universal space was becoming a reality,
where ephemeral functions could come
and go without messing up the absolute
architecture above and below.'41
the'enclosed skin volumes' then illustrate
another aspect of late capitalist abstrac-
tion, the way in which it dematerializes
without signifying in any traditional way
spirituality: 'breaking down the apparent
mass, density, weight of a fifty-storey
building,' as Jencks puts it.42 the evolu-
tion of the curtain wall 'decreases the
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and the matter of haunting a new and
actual philosophical dignity it perhaps
never had before, proposing to substi-
tute, for the ontology of Heidegger-who
cites these same words of Hamlet for his
own purposes-a new kind ' of 'hauntol-
ogy', the barely perceptible agitation in
the air of a past abolished socially and
collectively, yet still attempting to be
reborn. (Significantly, Derrida includes
the future among spectralities.)45

How is it to be imagined? One scarcely
associates ghosts with high-rise build-
ings, even though I have heard of multi-
storey apartment structures in Hong
Kong which were said to be haunted;46
yet perhaps the more fundamental narra-
tive of a ghost story 'to the second
power', of a properly postmodern ghost
story, ordered by finance-capital spectral-
ities rather than the old and more tangible
kind, demands a narrative of the very
search for a building to haunt in the first
place. the film Rouge certainly preserves
the classical ghost story's historical con-
tent: the confrontation of the present with
the past, in this instance the confrontation
of the contemporary mode of production-
the offices and the businesses of Hong
Kong today (or rather yesterday, before
1997)-with what is still an ancien régime
(if not a downright feudalism) of wealthy
slackers and sophisticated establish-
ments of hetairai, replete with gaming
and sumptuary feasts, as well as erotic
connoisseurship. 47 In this pointed juxta-
position the moderns- bureaucrats and
secretaries-are well aware of their bour-
geois inferiority; nor does the suicide for
love stand in any fundamental narrative
tension with the decadence of the roman-
tic 1930s. Save, perhaps, by accident, for
the playboy fails to die, and is finally

unwilling to follow his glamorous partner
into an eternal after-life. He does not
wish, so to speak, to be haunted; indeed,
as a derelict old man in the present, he
can scarcely be located in the first place.
the traditional ghost story did not, surely,
require mutual consent for a visitation:
here it seems to, and the success or fail-
ure of the haunting never depended quite
so much, as in this Hong Kong present-
day, on the mediation of the present-day
observers. to wish to be haunted, to long
for the great passions that now exist only
in the past: indeed, to survive in a bour-
geois present as exotic cosmetics and
costumes alone, as sheer postmodern
'nostalgia' trappings, as optional content
within a stereotypical yet empty form:
some first, 'classical' nostalgia as
abstraction from the concrete object;
alongside a second or 'postmodern' one
as nostalgia for itself, a longing for the sit-
uation in which the process of abstraction
might itself once again be possible,
whence the feeling that the newer
moment is a return to realism-plots,
agreeable buildings, decoration, melo-
dies, and so on-when in fact it is only a
replay of the empty stereotypes of all
those things, and a vague memory of
their fullness on the tip of the tongue.
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tionship of these to all other stocks on the mar-
ket and their conditions. therefore, it does not
affect  their  actual  basis  if,  for  instance,  large
insolvencies in argentina depress the price of
chinese bonds, although the security of such
bonds is no more affected by that event than
by something that happens on the moon. For
the value of these stocks, for all their external
stability, none the less depends on the overall
situation  of  the  market,  the  fluctuations  of
which,  at  any  one  point,  may  for  example
make  the  further  utilization  of  those  returns
less  profitable.  Over  and  above  these  stock
market  fluctuations,  which  even  though  they
presuppose the synthesis of the single object
with others are still objectively produced, there
exists one factor that originates in speculation
itself. these wagers on the future quoted price
of one stock  themselves have  the most  con-
siderable  influence  on  such  a  price.  For
instance,  as  soon  as  a  powerful  financial
group for reasons that have nothing to do with
the quality of the stock, becomes interested in
it,  its quoted price will  increase; conversely, a
bearish group is able to bring about a fall in the
quoted price by mere manipulation. here  the
real value of the object appears to be the irrel-
evant  substratus above which  the movement
of market values rises only because  it has to
be  attached  to  some  substance,  or  rather  to
some name. the relation between the real and
final value of the object and its representation
by  a  bond  has  lost  all  stability.  this  clearly
shows  the  absolute  flexibility  of  this  form  of
value,  a  form  that  the  objects  have  gained
through  money  and  which  has  completely
detached  them  from  their  real  basis.  now
value  follows,  almost  without  resistance,  the
psychological  impulses  of  the  temper,  of
greed, of unfounded opinion, and it does this in
such a striking manner since objective circum-
stances  exist  that  could  provide  exact  stan-
dards  of  valuation.  But  value  in  terms  of  the
money form has made itself independent of its
own roots and foundation in order to surrender
itself completely to subjective energies. here,
where  speculation  itself  may  determine  the
fate  of  the  object  of  speculation,  the  perme-
ability and flexibility of the money form of val-
ues has found its most triumphant expression
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spring  turned  to  summer  and  the  cool
days of  fall approached  the cDc began
to  see  more  and  more  of  these  cases
concentrated  in los angeles, new York,
and  san  Francisco.  since  all  the  early
victims  were  homosexuals,  this  cluster
began  to  be  referred  to  as  "Gayrelated
immune  deficiency"  (GriD)  by  many
although this was never the official name
used at the cDc.1

early theories tried to determine whether
the  life styles of  the victims had caused
the immune compromise. this was made
less  likely  in mid-1982 when  it was  dis-
covered that the syndrome was not con-
fined  to  the gay community.  intravenous
drug  users  in  the  same  cities  began  to
evidence  the  symptoms.  the  syndrome
began  to  appear  among  haitians  and
among  some  females.  hemophiliacs
were next. in september of 1982 the term
"acquired immune Deficiency syndrome"
(aiDs)  was  adopted  by  the  cDc.  By
December of 1982 the first cases of aiDs
linked  to blood  transfusions occurred as
well  as  the  first  appearance  of  aiDs  in
female  sexual  partners  of  those  in  high
risk  groups.  in  1984  the  communicable
retrovirus  which  caused  aiDs  was  dis-
covered  and  identified,  thereby  finally
eliminating  explanations  for  the  disease
which  relied  exclusively  on  life  style.2
however,  by  this  time  an  epidemic was
on the rampage in the u.s. the number
of cases was doubling every six months.
in  1983  reports  from africa  and europe
had confirmed an epidemic of worldwide
proportions.

today, in its sixth year, aiDs is epidemic
in the united states; in fact, the costs of
aiDs are truly staggering. a study of the
economic  impact of aiDs found that  the

first  10,000  cases  required  1.6  million
days  in  the  hospital  and  resulted  in  an
estimated 1.4 billion  in expenditures.3 in
1987  public  spending  on  aiDs  will
exceed $1  billion.  the price  in  suffering
and  pain, misery  and  loss  is,  of  course
impossible to put into dollar terms.

By mid-May 1987, 35,518 cases of aiDs
had  been  reported  in  the  u.s.  with
20,557 deaths. there are predictions that
in  1991,  324,000  cases  will  have  been
reported with 215,000 deaths. this could
involve a projected medical cost of $8.5
billion,  lost  wages  as  high  as  $55.6  bil-
lion, and research, education, and blood-
screening  costs  of  $2.3  billion!4  these
cost estimates may turn out to be too low
since they do not include costs for aiDs-
related complex  (arc),  a disease  that
is  not  aiDs  but  is  caused  by  the  same
virus,  present  in  considerable  numbers,
and could, many experts think, progress
into aiDs.

historical specificity-the threefold crisis
in u.s. Medicine

like  any  other  event  in  history,  disease
and  epidemics  are  historically  specific;
that  is,  they  have  characteristics  of  the
time  period  in  which  they  occur  and
undergo a complex dialectical interaction
with  that  period,  both  being  affected  by
and affecting the human history of which
they are a part. aiDs has been perceived
in north america as a disease primarily
striking gays and drug addicts. this has
profoundly  affected  the  response  to  the
epidemic, both from the health establish-
ment  and  from  organizations  for  gay
rights. Further, aiDs occurs in an histori-
cal context of north american responses
to  sexually  transmitted  disease,  for  as

aiDs epidemic history

in  the  spring  of  1981,  the  center  for
Disease  control  (cDc)  in  atlanta,
Georgia,  began  to  see  an  unusual  pat-
tern  of  illnesses.  these  illnesses  were
not  usually  seen  in  healthy  adults  but
were  generally  found  in  individuals who
were  either  very  young  or  very  old  and
who had compromised immune systems.
such  diseases  as  Kaposi's  sarcoma  (a
type  of  skin  cancer),  toxoplasmosis  (a
usually harmless parasitic disease often
spread by cats and chickens), thrush and
herpes began to appear in patients along
with  severe  weight  loss  and  fevers  of
unknown  origin.  those  who  had  these
"opportunistic"  infections were unable  to
shake  them  and  died  as  a  result.  the
patients  in  these cases were all  healthy
and 20  to  40  years  old,  supposedly  the
time of greatest health and vigor. as the
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care system promise  to  interact dialecti-
cally in a compounding crisis.

1. costs - the First crisis

the first crisis associated with the "ratio-
nalization"  of  the medical  system  is  the
cost of medical care.

health  Maintenance  Organizations
(hMOs) have taken over health care and
hospitals and have supposedly provided
incentives for a reduction of costs.9 cuts
in  Federal  funding  for  all  health-related
spending  and  the  initiation  of  Diagnosis
related  Groups  (DrGs)  in  Medicare
have been further attempted to "rational-
ize" and control an explosive cost situa-
tion.

all  of  these  strategies  have  failed.
Medicine has followed the normal pattern
of  monopoly  pricing  in  which  prices  go
only one way--up. in 1986 medical sector
price inflation was 7.7 percent. this was
seven  times  faster  than  the  consumer
Price  index and was  the sixth  year  in a
row in which medical sector inflation best
consumer Price index inflation.10 clearly,
the corporate strategy has not restrained
costs.

this crisis of cost  in the north american
medical  system  will  undoubtedly  be
worsened by the aiDs epidemic. this pri-
vatization of health care  responsibility  is
leading to costly and inefficient decisions
and  approaches  to  aiDs.  Duplication,
waste,  delay  and  lack  of  a  systematic
approach  will  increase  costs,  not
decrease them.11

an  ideological  justification  for  the  cost
cutting, which began before  the reagan

administration,  was  the  concept  of  indi-
vidual  responsibility,  or  life-style  respon-
sibility,  for  health.12 Beginning  in  the
1970s, when social analysis and criticism
of the medical system became trenchant,
when  cost  inflation  in medicine  became
alarming,  the  federal government began
to  advance  the  concept  of  individual
responsibility  for  health--  the  diet-and-
exercise  approach  to  health  care.  this
took some of the heat off a system which
was undergoing price  inflation by  justify-
ing service cutbacks in the name of indi-
vidual  life-style  solutions  to  such  prob-
lems as  cancer  and heart  attack.13 the
concentration  on  individual  approaches
to health removed the social responsibili-
ty  of  the  various  levels  of  government
from  health  care,  threw  responsibility
back  on  the  individual,  thereby  allowing
service, and resulting cost, reductions for
capitalists. simultaneously, out-of-pocket
expenditures  for  health  care  consumers
increased. needless to say, the individu-
alist ideology also led to initial attempts to
define  aiDs  as  a  life-style-related  dis-
ease.14

individualistic  approaches  to  health  do
not promote  the  type of social  response
necessary to cope with an epidemic and
the  ideology of  individualism  is one  rea-
son  why  the  reagan  administration
refuses  to  face  the  responsibility  of
socially  dealing  with  an  epidemic.
congress  has  consistently  found  it  nec-
essary  to  increase  funding  for  aiDs
research  despite  low  fund  requests  by
the reagan administration.

cost  cutting  techniques  such  as
Diagnosis  related  Groups  (DrGs)  are
difficult to administer with aiDs since this
illness is a syndrome of opportunistic dis-

allan M. Brandt states in no Magic Bullet:

in light of the history of sexually transmit-
ted  diseases  in  the  last  century,  it  is
almost impossible to watch the aiDs epi-
demic  without  experiencing  a  sense  of
deja vu. aiDs raises a host of concerns
traditional to the debates about venereal
infection, from morality to medicine, sex-
uality and deviancy, prevention and inter-
vention.  in many  instances  the  situation
today  with  aiDs  is  similar  to  that  with
syphilis  in  the  early  twentieth  century.
like  syphilis,  aiDs  can  cause  death;
presently has no effective treatment; edu-
cation and social engineering character-
ize efforts to halt the epidemic--given no
magic  bullet  is  on  the  horizon;  fears,
reflecting deeper social and cultural anx-
ieties about  the disease,  its victims, and
transmissibility, abound.5

aiDs also occurs  in  the  context  of u.s.
racial relations. the epidemic's effect on
blacks and hispanics, and their response
to this disease, will be structured by this
environment. aiDs  is having a dramatic
impact on these racially oppressed com-
munities, as we will discuss later.

it  is essential to note that aiDs in africa
and  aiDs  in  north  america,  although
caused  by  the  same  biological  agent,
appear  quite  different  in  the  population.
For  instance,  the  sex  ratio  of  persons
with aiDs in africa is 1:1, whereas in the
u.s.  the  sex  ratio  is approximately 16:1
weighted  towards males.  in africa aiDs
is neither associated with iV drug use nor
homosexuality as modes of transmission
or  risk  factors  for  contracting  the  dis-
ease.6 the aiDs epidemic has different
characteristics,  depending  upon  the
social  and  historical  context  in  which  it

appears. in africa, the context of depend-
ency  and  african  sexism  profoundly
affects  the  appearance  and  direction  of
the epidemic.

the aiDs crisis occurs at a critical  junc-
ture  in  the development of u.s.  society,
and,  in particular,  in  the social history of
the north american medical system. the
north  american  medical  system  has
been  in  crisis  now  for  almost  two
decades and has been restructuring as a
result.  the  crisis  has  been  a  threefold
one:  (a)  a  crisis  of  cost,  (b)  a  crisis  of
effectiveness and (c) a crisis of distribu-
tion. the attempted restructuring, particu-
larly  active  during  the  reagan  era,  has
been characterized by the monopoly cor-
porate  takeover  of  medical  and  health
care in the u.s.7 Medical care has been
privatized and "rationalized" by corporate
takeover of hospitals and their conglom-
eration  into  chains. Physicians,  formerly
in private practice, have been proletarian-
ized--hired  for  wages--by  the  new  con-
glomerate health providers.8

the aiDs crisis will, in the years to come,
make  these  crises  in  north  american
medicine more extreme. First, it will exert
pressure for increases in the cost of med-
icine.  second,  the  aiDs  epidemic  will
decrease  confidence  in  north  american
medicine and has already caused grave
concerns  regarding effectiveness. third,
medical  care  is  likely  to  become  more
maldistributed as a result of the aiDs epi-
demic than it already is in north america.
Just  as  aiDs  will  increase  the  existing
contradictions of the health care system,
these  contradictions  will  also  make  the
health care system's responses to aiDs
less effective and successful. the aiDs
epidemic and the north american health
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were  abandoned  early,  what  research
and  development  was  required  that
would  justify  such  a  price?16 Further,
while  Burroughs  Wellcome  charges
$10,000 a year for aZt wholesale, suffer-
ers  of  acquired  immune  deficiency  syn-
drome  may  be  charged  as  much  as
$36,000  a  year  by  retail  pharmacists.17
as newsweek stated when commenting
on aZt: "Drug makers traditionally recov-
er  r&D  expenditures  by  charging  as
much as the traffic will bear before a bet-
ter drug comes along."18 it is more likely,
however, that drug makers simply charge
as much as the traffic will bear, irrespec-
tive  of r&D  costs  or  their  recovery. We
may expect the pharmaceutical monopo-
lies to continue this approach to pricing of
medications  for aiDs. costs, as well as
medical  monopoly  profits,  will  spiral
upwards as a result.

2. effectiveness - the second crisis

the  crisis  of  effectiveness,  the  second
crisis in u.s. medicine, has two major ori-
gins--the  study  of  modern  population
increases and the explosion of technolo-
gy in medicine.

First, study of modern population increas-
es has established  that  the  conquest  of
infectious diseases was not due to mod-
ern  technical  medicine  as  is  commonly
believed.19 rather,  decline  in  mortality
from  infectious  diseases  began  before
the  introduction  of  these  measures.20
the  decline  in  mortality  from  infectious
diseases  seems  to  correspond  to
improvement in social and public health-
improved  nutrition  and  housing,  clean
water, and healthier environments in gen-
eral.21 although scientific approaches  to
medicine pioneered by such researchers

as Koch or Pasteur often told much about
the  bacterial  causes  of  diseases,  they
were not the key to the solutions to these
infectious  diseases.  class  differentials--
the higher mortality of those from any age
group  who  are  in  lower  socioeconomic
classes--have  not  decreased  over  the
past few decades significantly.

Despite  the  limited  results  of  modern,
technological  medicine,  the  u.s.  public
has great expectations. in fact, part of the
neglect of  sexually  transmitted diseases
in  the past 35 years has been due  to a
confidence  that  technology  and modern
medicine can solve or have solved these
problems.

however,  the  difficulties  which  are  pre-
sented by the development of a vaccine
for aiDs, the main technological solution
to the problem, are immense.22 it took 19
years  to  develop  a  vaccine  against
hepatitis  B.  the  aiDs  virus  mutates
readily. creating a vaccine is like trying to
hit a moving and changing target. there
are few examples of successful vaccines
against  retroviruses.  in  fact,  in  any  one
patient  various  strains  may  be  present
making  effective  vaccination  very  diffi-
cult.23 the  virus  has  a  very  prolonged
incubation  period.  it  may  be  difficult  to
determine a vaccine's effectiveness with-
out tests lasting for many years. the lia-
bility  questions  involved  in  this  testing
may  be  monumental  as  are  the  ethical
questions concerning inoculation or non-
inoculation for purposes of  testing effec-
tiveness. aiDs will not surrender quickly
to a  "technological  fix,"  the  type of solu-
tion of which north american medicine is
particularly fond.

the alternative  to  the  "technological  fix"

eases. the diagnosis does not necessar-
ily  indicate  the  particular  opportunistic
infection  nor  the  length  of  hospital  stay
since  the  course  of  the  disease  can  be
quite variable.

hospice care  for aiDs patients, another
way  of  reducing  costs,  seems  to  have
considerable difficulty since most hospice
care requires a patient to renounce all but
palliative  care,  i.e.,  care  which  reduces
pain  but  does  not  attempt  a  curative
approach to disease. this "giving up" has
been  unacceptable  to  most  aiDs
patients who have insisted on continuing
the curative approach.

One  further  approach  to  cost  cutting  by
the  reagan  administration  has  always
been  the  encouragement  of  voluntary
action  groups  outside  government  and
the  private  medical  system.  ironically,
considering  reagan's  homophobia,  vol-
untary action has been better exemplified
in  the  gay  community  in  san  Francisco
than anywhere in the health field. Groups
like shanti which have attempted to ease
the burden of the person with aiDs have
been a fine example of the kind of caring
which  motivates  voluntary  action  at  its
best.  however,  as  the  aiDs  epidemic
reaches its height, it becomes impossible
for the voluntary approach to continue to
solve many  of  the  problems  associated
with the disease. in san Francisco those
who volunteer their time can only give so
much, and not more. the emotional and
financial  costs  to  volunteers  is  so  great
that  "burn-out"  is a  likely outcome,  limit-
ing the extent to which volunteers can be
used.15 that limit may be fast approach-
ing  in  san  Francisco  and  in  the  gay
movement in that city. Further, not many
communities will have the type of organ-

ized  movement  that  can  mobilize  such
voluntary  commitment  nor  does  aiDs
always affect such an articulate and polit-
ically  capable  group.  the  resulting
prospect is twofold: a reduction in servic-
es  to aiDs sufferers and an  increase  in
the paid portion, and  therefore  the cost,
of those services.

the thrust of the pharmaceutical industry
will  clearly  not  be  in  the  direction  of
reduced costs. the history of this  indus-
try has been full of incredible examples of
price  gouging.  the  aiDs  epidemic  has
introduced  us  to  another  example:  azi-
dothymidine  (aZt),  licensed  in  March
1987 as the only drug so far  to be used
against  the aiDs virus,  is now the high-
est-priced medication  in  north  america.
aZt treatment for a single patient for one
year will cost an estimated $10,000. aZt
will cost Medicare $50 million in 1987 and
an  estimated  $150  million  in  1988.
Burroughs Wellcome, the pharmaceutical
company  marketing  aZt,  claims  that  it
has  expended  considerable  research
and development (r&D) money on aZt.
however, aZt was discovered, tested as
an  anticancer  drug,  and  discarded  in
1964.  the  discovery  was  made  at  the
national  cancer  institute  lab  in  Detroit
and all original  research work was done
at  u.s.  government  expense.  in  1986
clinical trials of aZt on humans suffering
from aiDs was abandoned. results had
been so positive that it was no longer eth-
ical  to  withhold  the  drug  from  patients.
these  were  the  only  clinical  trials  on
humans  ever  attempted  with  aZt.  Four
days  after  Burroughs  Wellcome  aban-
doned  the  trials,  the  FDa  approved  the
drug  for  treatment  of  aiDs  patients.  if
Burroughs Wellcome did not discover or
develop  the  drug,  and  if  research  trials
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delegitimation of medical treatments due
to inability to cure the disease, the seek-
ing  of  unorthodox  treatments,  and  the
realization  that massive  iatrogenic  infec-
tion and mortality has occurred will all be,
and  are,  reasons  to  question  the  effec-
tiveness of the medical system. the con-
tinued individualistic and exclusively cur-
ative approach of north american medi-
cine, ignoring the social causation of dis-
ease,  will  contribute  to  the  inability  and
ineffectiveness  of  u.s.  medicine  in  the
face of an epidemic. Purely scientific and
technological  solutions  are  not  the
answer,  social  questions  such  as  class,
unemployment,  and  poverty  must  be
addressed.

3. Distribution - the third crisis

Finally, the crisis of north american med-
icine is a crisis of distribution. this crisis
is the one with which radicals traditional-
ly  have  been  the  most  concerned.  the
united  states  is  one  of  two  developed
capitalist  nations without  national  health
insurance  or  a  national  health  service--
the  other  country,  of  course,  is  south
africa.  the  number  of  americans  unin-
sured  for  health  care  rose  30  percent
from 1980 to 1985 and has been estimat-
ed at between 35 and 50 million persons.
Medical  care  for  those  uninsured  costs
$7.4 billion a year.29 these people must
either pay these costs directly or attempt
to obtain medical care from a demeaning
and  overburdened  welfare  system.  the
reagan  administration's  attacks  on
Medicare  and  Medicaid  and  the  use  of
DrGs  have  also  made  distribution  of
medical care more unequal.

For  those who have health  insurance or
who are in a position to obtain insurance,

private  insurance  (health  insurance
through  an  employer  or  union)  in  the
united states is reacting to the aiDs cri-
sis in a way quite typical of the organiza-
tion  of  production  for  profit,  rather  than
the organization of production for use.  if
insurance were  organized  to  satisfy  the
need for health care, those with aiDs (in
fact,  those whose  health  is  poor  due  to
low socioeconomic position) would pref-
erentially  receive health  insurance. after
all, these are the people who most need
health insurance. however, under a sys-
tem  of  production  for  profit,  those  who
most  need  health  insurance  are  those
who will  cost  the most  to  the  insurance
company, thus cutting into profits.

health insurance companies are screen-
ing  prospective  customers  with  either
aiDs  blood  tests  directly  where  this  is
legal and not outlawed by the state, or, in
areas where  it  is  not  legal,  using  social
indicators such as single male status, or
the designation of a male beneficiary, as
a  means  to  eliminate  possible  aiDs
infected  or  high  risk  individuals.  these
persons  are  then  shifted  onto  public
means of providing health care,  insuring
that costs will come from the public pock-
et and the profits of the insurance corpo-
rations  will  be  protected.30 in  other
words,  those  insurance  risks  which  are
profitable are taken by the for-profit sec-
tor of  the health  insurance  industry, and
those insurance risks which are not prof-
itable are nationalized or socialized!

the distribution crisis will be made much
worse  in  the  u.s.  as  thousands  of  per-
sons need millions of  dollars of medical
care  and  are  systematically  removed
from  help  by  private  insurance  compa-
nies.  the  downward  spiral  effects  of
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in  u.s.  medicine  has  always  been  the
individualistic attempt to educate the pub-
lic in risk factor avoidance. this has been
adopted  with  regard  to  heart  and  blood
vessel  disease  and  cancer.  it  is  an
approach  which  is  presently  supported
for the reduction in the incidence of aiDs
cases. considerable medical sociological
research  is  directed  towards  assessing
the factors which make or have made this
education  successful.24 it  is  a  difficult
approach,  fraught  with  many  problems,
none the least of which is motivating peo-
ple  to modify  their behavior. this proce-
dure  avoids  the  larger  social  questions
such as the existence of high-risk groups
like  iV  drug  abusers  and  a  society  that
creates  conditions  where  drug  abuse  is
the only "out" and the only occupation for
large  numbers  of  people.  it  avoids  the
larger  social  question  of  poverty,  poor
health  care,  and  inadequate  distribution
which makes an epidemic like aiDs more
than merely an  individual  risk-avoidance
responsibility. risk factor avoidance edu-
cation is necessary, of course, but hardly
seems sufficient, just as the technological
approach, the development of a vaccine,
is  a  necessary  approach  but  not  suffi-
cient. We need  to  combine many  levels
of  approach,  some  of  which  must
acknowledge  a  social  and  collective
responsibility  to  not  only  solve  the  epi-
demic  but  also  to  eliminate  the  larger
social  conditions  which  give  such  epi-
demics a foothold.

the  second major  origin  of  the  crisis  of
effectiveness  develops  from  the  explo-
sion  of  technology  in  medicine.  the
increased use of sophisticated technolo-
gy,  while  not  greatly  increasing  the  life
expectancy  of  north  americans  since
1950, has led to an incredible increase in

what are known as iatrogenic diseases.25
these diseases are physician- or health-
system caused and are  the second rea-
son  for  a  crisis  in  effectiveness  in  u.s.
medicine. thalidomide and  the  resulting
birth defects in the 1950s are just one ter-
rible  example  of  which  there  are  many
more. the swine flu inoculations of 1976
killed  more  people  than  the  flu  itself.
hospitals have an appallingly high acci-
dent  rate  for  patients  and  also  produce
super  infections  as  well  as  become
breeding grounds for disease.26 the side
effects of many medications seem as bad
if  not  worse  than  the  disease  for  which
the drug is a cure.

the aiDs crisis has already produced an
astoundingly  large  number  of  iatrogenic
infections  and  fatalities  in  the  u.s.  the
hemophiliac community has been devas-
tated  by  the  disease,  which  was  trans-
ported  in  concentrated  blood  factors
(Factor Viii) which were administered  to
hemophiliacs to improve their blood clot-
ting.27 almost  three quarters of  the esti-
mated  14,200  hemophiliacs  in  the  u.s.
are now seropositive, meaning  that  they
carry  the aiDs virus.28 Many have died
and  it  appears  that many more will  die;
the  numbers  are  uncertain  since  it  is
uncertain  what  percent  of  seropositives
develop  fullblown  aiDs.  although  this
route  of  transmission  of  the  aiDs  virus
has been stopped due to blood screening
for  the  aiDs  virus  and  new  processing
techniques  for  clotting  factors  given  to
hemophiliacs,  iatrogenic  aiDs  has  dev-
astated those who suffer from hemophilia
in this country.

this crisis of effectiveness is not likely to
disappear due to the aiDs epidemic. the
difficulties  in  producing  a  vaccine,  the
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tion  funds,  the  failure  to  provide  leader-
ship in coping with the epidemic, and the
rampant  homophobia  which  makes  the
situation  both more  difficult  and  acrimo-
nious.  Much  of  the  discussion  of  aiDs
has been taken up by measures concern-
ing  mandatory  testing  and  other
legal/ethical  issues of  infectious disease
control  and  public  health.  We  must  be
concerned  with  these  debates.  united
states  history  provides  examples  of  the
abuse or loss of civil liberties and rights in
the hysterical  response  to  the spread of
sexually  transmitted  diseases.  the
internment of thousands of women, pros-
titutes and others, which occurred during
the  First  World  War  in  a  futile  effort  to
control syphilis was, as allen Brandt has
pointed out  in no Magic Bullet,  the prel-
ude to later internments.34

the  social  analysis  of  the  aiDs  crisis
must not, however, stop with liberal/con-
servative dischotomies and debates con-
cerning civil liberties. it must build on the
critical  stance  that  has  been  developed
through  the  radical  critique  of  medicine
over the last two decades. the object of
this analysis must not only be to expose
the  inhumanity of north american medi-
cine, so clearly evident  in  the aiDs epi-
demic.  it must also seek  to develop  the
theoretical  understanding  necessary  in
order to change fundamentally the prac-
tice of north american medicine.
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aiDs on individual income and job status
combined  with  the  practices  of  private
insurers,  promise  to  make  inequitable
distribution  more  of  a  problem  in  north
american medicine.

aside from the downward spiral effect, as
aiDs affects many groups which are not,
and  have  never  been,  adequately  cov-
ered by employment-related health insur-
ance,  the health of minorities and  those
living in poverty will become even worse.
the incidence of aiDs among minorities
is  much  higher  than  among  the  white
population.  For  instance,  black  women
have  a  12.2  times  higher  incidence  of
aiDs than whites. hispanic women have
an  8.5  times  higher  incidence  of  aiDs.
heterosexual men who are iV drug users
are  over  20  times  as  likely  to  contract
aiDs if they are Black or hispanic when
compared with white iV drug users. as is
the case with so many health problems,
when white, middle-class america catch-
es a cold, racial minorities catch pneumo-
nia.31 the  inadequacy  of  health  care
facilities  and  support  for  these  groups
through  the welfare  system promises  to
be a source of extreme conflict. the dis-
tribution  crisis  in  north  american  medi-
cine promises to get worse and not better
with the aiDs epidemic.

all three of the crises of the u.s. medical
system, and  their profound effects upon
the aiDs epidemic, arise from the partic-
ular  historical  juncture  of  capitalism  in
north america in the 1980s. the cost cri-
sis can be seen partly as a typical result
of monopoly pricing systems,32 the effec-
tiveness  problem  as  the  result  of  the
high-capital-intensity  approach  to  medi-
cine  fostered  by  overabundance  of
investment capital irrespective of need or

rationality,33 and the distribution problem
as  the  result  of  monopoly  capitalism's
attempt to shift or minimize the expenses
of  reproduction of  the working class. all
three  crises  are  influenced  by  the  drive
for  profits  within  a  highly  monopolized
sector  of  u.s.  industry,  the  medical-
industrial complex.

conclusion

in sum,  the aiDs crisis and the growing
epidemic is  likely to accent the threefold
crisis  in  north  american  medicine  by
drastically increasing costs and per capi-
ta medical expenses, by decreasing con-
fidence  in  the medical care system as  it
struggles to cope with a fatal disease for
which technological solutions appear dis-
tant  and  difficult,  and  by  increasing  the
maldistribution of health care and the suf-
fering from, and perception of, this mald-
istribution in the united states. the aiDs
epidemic  in  the  u.s.  is  a  crisis  grafted
upon a crisis, bringing out all of the con-
tradictions  within  the medical  system  in
stark and brutal color. the intensification
of  this  crisis  in medical  care, along with
the strain which  the epidemic places on
u.s.  social  institutions  generally,  pro-
vides  a  renewed  opportunity  to  change
the system of medical care in the u.s., an
opportunity  which  has  not  presented
itself  since  the  early  1960s.  the
demands of equity, economy, and effec-
tiveness  all  point  in  the  same  direction,
the  direction  of  profound  structural
change.

the nature of  the response to  this crisis
has been and will be crucial  to observe.
so  far,  this  response  has  included  the
pitifully inadequate requests of the feder-
al  government  for  research  and  educa-
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anything changes; but its productive
cycles: When does it get into existence?
What are the stages of development?
When does it perish? So that’s the ques-
tion about bourgeois society, as it was
about slavery, for example. I’ve come to
the conclusion in my studies that the
basic bourgeois institutions, underpin-
nings, are not able to resolve the major
problems mankind faces today; unem-
ployment, destruction of the environment
and so on. So then, if that is a sign that
bourgeois civilization is getting closer to
the end of its productive cycle, that it will
perish. then the question is: What comes
after it?

the basic premise of my book is that you
need to have certain objective conditions
to have democracy; you cannot have
democracy, just as a wish, and impose it
on any objective world scenery or acting.
First of all, there has to be a certain level
of material well being, you need a certain
quality of life. that implies that you can
have a very extensive educational sys-
tem, which is open and free for all, and
then of course you must have the willing-
ness in the people to have a democratic
society instead of, let’s say, a theocratic
society. At the end, you need an economy
that sets you free from unnecessary work
so that you have time to participate in
public affairs. I think these conditions
have been reached today so that the
authoritarian development of social
democracy and historic socialism in east-
ern Europe was a phenomena much do
to the circumstances of the World Wars,
the Second World War and then of the
Cold War and that there’s no need to
have that once again. You cannot substi-
tute democratic participation by the rule
of surrogate force, the Communist Party
in that case, neither, of course, of a capi-
talist elite, and, neither, of course, of a
state bureaucracy. So, I think we’ve all
learned from these things. the objective
conditions are much more prone to a real

participatory democracy. I think there’s
never been a better chance to have a real
direct democracy than we do have today.

Well, of course, the new society, the new
civilization in its transition phase has to
be different because conditions in Africa
are very different to Latin America and to
those in Asia. those in Asia are much dif-
ferent to those of Europe. But, I think the
basic institutions of transitions are quite
clear; if you want to have a new civiliza-
tion, you need a new economy qualita-
tively different. the market economy
which you have today, which is in its cap-
italist phase, has been around for about
5,000 years and now it’s totalitarian, it’s
absolutely dominant. But if you want to
get to a post-capitalist society, then you
will need a post-capitalist economy. that
means you have to finish a market econ-
omy.

Now what’s the basic point? It’s not any
more what was thought in the 20s and in
the 30s, just by removing private produc-
tive enterprise and property you would
automatically land in socialism. We know
today that this is simplification of the
problem. And we don’t think that building
cooperatives, for example, which are now
very common - being built in Venezuela -
will take you to socialism either. What
then is a socialist economy? I think that
the principle chain of exploitation and
command in a market economy, which is
property and price formation, which leads
you to the appropriation of the surplus by
the owner of the means of production,
that that chain has to be broken.

I think that the decisive element is that
you have to redefine the concept of
exploitation. Exploitation does not neces-
sarily mean that you are the owner of the
means of production. If that was case,
then a manager, for example, in a
transnational corporation or a bank or
whatever, who is not the owner of the

My name is Heinz Dieterich and I am
originally a German citizen. I went to
Mexico about 30 years ago; after I stud-
ied economics and sociology at Frankfurt
with Adorno, Horkheimer and Habermas.
the idea to do something about a new
civilization arose very early. In fact, once
the real socialist states crashed, then we
tried to find a new theory and the basic
problem was that in economics there
were no audacious thinkers who would
be willing to go beyond the market econ-
omy. And then, Arno Peters showed up, a
real extraordinary genius at Bremen
university. He had been working on vari-
ous theories and when we got together,
we joined our efforts. then, the new the-
ory and the so-called Bremen school took
off.

We know from science that there’s noth-
ing in the universe that is not a move-
ment; that is not moving. Movement
means change and change means trans-
formation. So the question not really is if
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think, you cannot speak of a socialist
economy. In that sense, there has been
no socialist economy since the French
Revolution because all the so-called
socialist economies in the German
Democratic Republic and the Soviet
union; they were, in fact, semi-market
economies because they were governed
by prices and the national prices were
part of administrative prices, not market
prices. Where they used market prices,
they took it from the world market; so
there was no real socialist economy.

the third thing you have to determine is
what’s the value of product. I mean, what
is the sum of all the time inputs that you
need to produce it. Once you have that
sum, which is the equivalent of the mar-
ket price - but in a more democratic, more
transparent way - then you have to guar-
antee that products are really exchanged
with a real value. It’s not enough to know
what is a just exchange, you have to have
the state power to guarantee that nobody
violates the law and begins to exploit
through profit margins or commercial
margins. So, the equivalence principle
means that two products, which you
exchange, have the same amount of
labor time, which you need to produce
them. For example, let’s say you have a
pen that requires ten minutes to produce
and then you have a glass and the glass
requires five minutes. If you want to have
a just exchange, you need to have two
glasses for one pen. Why do you have
this exchange relationship, these terms
of trade as you would call them in eco-
nomics? Because, two times five minutes
work input, work effort to produce two
glasses is equivalent to one times ten
minutes to produce the pen. And, then
you have justice, because the same con-
tribution to social richness measured in
labor time is being interchanged; so there
is no cheating, there is no exploitation,
there is no unjust accumulation of wealth.
And, that is a major problem, substitute

market price for work value and then
guarantee that commodities are
exchanged due to their real value. So,
that is justice in the whole system.

You must understand that market prices
or values do not only apply to commodi-
ties. the salary is a price. It’s a price for
your work, for your work force. Now, if
you need a loan, the interest you pay that
is the price of the money. So everything in
a market economy is governed by prices.
It determines your quality of life. So, you
have to substitute that principle by value,
by the effective contribution of any and all
economic subjects to the gross social
product. And, then you will have econom-
ic justice at the production level. Now,
you only have it at the redistribution level.

the state confiscates part of the surplus,
then it hands it out to children, to people
who cannot work, are sick and so on. So,
the first level of social justice would be on
the factory floor and that is through this
equivalence principle.

You would have a totally different distribu-
tion of wealth on the global level. You
know probably from the statistical record
that today about 82 percent of world
income ends up in the first world. One bil-
lion people have 82 percent of world
income and the rest, which is about 80
percent of the people, have just 20 per-
cent of the world income. that would be
totally changed, because the current sys-
tem is made to produce that effect; it’s an
asymmetrical system which tends to
have you hand over the surplus from
each part of the world to the dominant
centers, which is the first world. But, it will
be different. What will also be different is
that within one economic region, take the
European union, the rate of exploitation
in Germany is about 65 percent and, in
Greece, it’s about 200 percent. So if you
would pay workers according to the labor
time that they contribute to economic

bank, will not be an exploiter, even
though he makes 10 million dollars a
year, for example. Arno Peters came up
with a quite sophisticated and intelligent
definition. He said exploitation is whenev-
er a member of society takes more out of
the general social richness, which has
been built up and produced in a year, if
he takes out more than what he puts into 
it.

For example, if you create a certain
amount of merchandise or services in 40
hours of a workweek and if you receive
the equivalent, let’s say the equivalent of
300 hours of work while you only put in
40 hours, then that would be exploitation.
So everybody that can work will only
have an income that derives from produc-
tive work and it will be directly proportion-
al to the amount of hours you put in. And,
I think that is a very extraordinarily helpful
definition, which we should use. So if you
want to end exploitation, you don’t need
to take the private property away from the
owners of means of production. It will be
sufficient to take away the possibility to
use them as means of exploitation and
that you can do by directly relating the
income that derives from the ownership -
well there wouldn’t be, in fact, any income
from the ownership - you would deter-
mine that the income would be directly
proportional to your working effort. And, if
you do that, then a machine or a bank is
no longer a machine of exploiting other
people.

Now practically, what would be the first
step to do that? the first step, in fact,
would be to establish a new cybernetic
principle; you need something that coor-
dinates billions of economic transactions
everyday. And, so far, the market has
been a relatively well-functioning system
under two conditions: If the market is not
monopolistic and if you have buying
power for the merchandise you produce
and for the services, then the market

coordinates quite well. You can go to a
gigantic country, like the united States,
and you can buy practically anything, in
any place in that gigantic country, at any
time. So, it works quite well, if you meet
these two conditions.

But, if you don’t, then it’s quite a failure.
For example, education, free secular
education for all, social security, all these
things are quite poorly served by the mar-
ket. So, it’s a mixed picture. But, anyhow,
if you want to substitute the market you
must have, first of all, a guarantee that
there will not be an unequal accumulation
of wealth, as we have today. that means
that you have to control the accumulation
function of capital. Second, you have to
guarantee it’s cybernetic capacities. You
have to have a mechanism, which is at
least as functional as the market in coor-
dinating, but if possible even better. Let’s
say faster in its time to react to changes
in consumer behavior and stocks and
things like that. And, I think there’s only
one element, which we can use, and that
would be value. Value as defined by
Marx, for example. Value is the time-
inputs you need to produce commodity.
So you would only speak about socialist
economy in a scientific sense, if you had
decisive sectors of the macroeconomic
system being governed by this new regu-
lating principle, value, and not by price.
And, secondly, if you had at least a dem-
ocratic input by the people in three
dimensions. On a macroeconomic level,
let’s say, for example, a national budget
has to be decided upon each year by the
citizens; secondly, on the municipal level;
and, thirdly, on a micro level, well, the fac-
tory, the enterprise, the administration
you work on. So, if you don’t have these
two conditions, the substitution of the
market price mechanism by a value
mechanism. Secondly, the determination
of the production structure according to
the needs of the people on three levels;
macro, micro, and meso level. then, I
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And, that is the third element, it’s a prob-
lem of real democracy and a planning
and a decision process, which is also dif-
ficult to solve.

And, finally, you have to, as far as I’m
concerned, you have to do away with the
illusion that there’s a new human subject
in a revolution. “El Hombre Nuevo”, like
Che said, for example. the new people,
the new revolution and people change,
they stop being selfish, they stop intrigu-
ing against other people, narcissistic and
so on. And, that, to me, is an idealistic
way of thinking. to me, that is an impor-
tation. that is an import from Catholic
theology; that once the sinner meets the
Virgin, then the sinner turns into a saint
and changes his ways of doing things.
And, I think that was imported in a non-
materialistic and a nonscientific way into
socialist theory. We have to get rid of that.
We have to know that jealousy, power
pretensions, material wealth and so on;
all of them will be very powerful obstacles
to a new society.

So, if you put all of these things together,
we live in an information-technology sys-
tem, objective conditions are a thousand
times better for socialism than before.
But, it will be complex task and it will take
a long time to finish it.
I think it is a misunderstanding to think
that participatory democracy will be that
everybody decides any trivial subject.
that was tried in the French Revolution
and, of course, it leads to immediate
breakdown of operational capacity of the
state. First of all, it’s impossible that
everybody decides on everything. And,
second, it’s not necessary. the trivial
things in a small village; they have to
decide if they put lights in the streets or
not, that doesn’t mean a referendum, I
guess. So you will have a mixture of
direct democracy where you have elec-
tronic plebiscites and referenda and of
representative democracy. And, the

important thing is that you extend direct
democracy to the economic, the political,
the cultural and the military sphere. You
cannot exclude any of these four basic
social relations, which form our life. And,
that of course, requires another objective
condition. People must have free time to
inform themselves what economists
know, what political scientists know and
so on. they need time to debate alterna-
tives. So direct democracy today is possi-
ble because you have the technological
basis, the Internet. You need the decision
and information transmission in real time
in gigantic geographical spaces. And,
that we can do today. So for the first time
since the Greeks, that it is really possible
to have a direct democracy, where the
will of the people decide the important
issues.

take, for example, the decision on war.
Do you go to war? You don’t go to war?
today that is being decided by a few par-
liamentarians and business bosses. that
must be decided in a referendum by the
people. today with the electronic instru-
ments - we have computers and the
Internet - that is very easy and very fast
to do. today we can have very direct
democracy; before there was only the
possibility of bourgeois representative
democracy. today we have the alterna-
tive to substitute the formal democracy
and the bourgeoisie by the people.

Transcription of a video by O. Ressler, record-
ed in Heinz Dieterich’s birthplace Rotenburg /
Wümme, Germany, 26 min., 2007
The text has been edited by Harald Otto in the
course of the project transform 
(http://transform.eipcp.net).
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wealth instead of by prices and salaries,
then in Germany most of the workers
would earn 65 percent more than what
they earn today.

Of course, at the higher echelons, the top
would lose; but, it would be much more
egalitarian distribution of wealth. Now, in
Greece, the workers would gain much
more because the exploitation rate is
much higher there. then, the new system
would end the disparities between the
first and the third world. there are differ-
ent mechanisms that the first world uses
to accumulate wealth produced by the
third world. One is the foreign debt, for
example; but the other mechanism, even
more important, is terms of trade, which
is their relationship between prices for
industrial products and raw materials,
which always tends to be in favor of
industrial products. So, if you end terms
of trade, if you end the price mechanisms
and you exchange the time inputs which
produce one country and another coun-
try, that will end. the exploitation of
women and the lower salaries and wages
would end. Because it wouldn’t matter if
you worked 40 hours, then the value of
your contribution to society is 40 hours. It
doesn’t matter if you are man or woman.
It doesn’t matter if you live in Africa or in
Germany, a worker at Volkswagen in
Germany makes, let’s say 3,000 dollars a
month and the worker who does the
same job in Mexico makes 800 dollars.
So, why does the German get four times
more income than the Mexican who does
the same work? So all these differences -
sex related, geographically related, edu-
cation related - would disappear. You
would have a much more equalized distri-
bution of wealth. that, of course, would
have repercussions on the whole produc-
tion structure. You would not have that
concentration on luxury goods that you
have today; but you have a much
stronger production on the means neces-
sary to lead a decent life. Like houses, for

example, there is a tremendous shortage
of houses; you would have more houses
because people who need the houses
would have more money to buy them and
things like that. It would be a qualitative
change in the whole economic system.
You have to go to a planned democratic
socialist economy. And, I think, we must
be realistic and we must gradually substi-
tute the market with all capacity to plan.
Now, that has several components. One
is technology. Computer hardware and
Internet hardware advance very fast.
Software also advances very fast, so the
basic technological structure you need
for an economy planned by the people is
really by itself getting into place. But then,
you have a power problem, because
information is a lot of power. today we
have hierarchical societies.

Even the socialist societies were vertical.
And so, we remember, for example, that
in the 60s in the German Democratic
Republic under the government of Walter
ulbricht, he introduced a system that was
called the New Economic System, remi-
niscent of Lenin’s New Economic
System. there was a democratization
because it gave more power to the indi-
vidual factory to decide. And, after a cou-
ple of years, that was cancelled. Why?
the basic obstacle to implementing it
was the middle-level hierarchy of the
Communist Party itself, of the unions,
they were the obstacles - and the higher
party itself - because if you give a factory
a margin to decide on its investment, you
create a power. You create a decentral-
ized power system that competes with a
monopoly of power that a party has.
Nobody who has a monopoly of power is
willing to share it. So, if you don’t have
the power then to decentralize this by
force, it won’t work and it didn’t work in
the German Democratic Republic. At the
end, it was the party who decides and not
the factory and you pay the price on the
factory level because it won’t work well.



complacency of its ideological recogni-
tion, but by knowledge of the laws of their
slavery, and that the ‘realisation’ of their
concrete individuality is achieved by the
analysis and mastery of the abstract rela-
tions which govern them.”4

As a reading of Marx, Althusser’s method
is sometimes accused of being “a form of
subjectivism” which permits readers “to
project whatever they imagined to be the
case onto a particular text.”5 Althusser’s
“symptomatic reading” considers that
what is left unsaid in a text - in other
words its silences and absences - to be
just as significant as what is said. If we
want to appreciate the magnitude of
Marx’s theoretical contribution and draw
out the real implications of Marxist
thought, a simple or “innocent” reading of
Marx is not enough, rather a symptomatic
reading which takes into account silences
and contradictions is necessary. A read-
ing which reveals what Paul de Man calls
“the dialectic of blindness and insight” at
work in Marx’s text has more to offer than
a surface reading.6 Marx’s text, as
Derrida would put it, has “sufficiently sur-
prising resources” so that when Marx
wrote, he said “more, less, or something
other than what he would mean.”

For Derrida “the reading must always aim
at a certain relationship, unperceived by
the writer, between what he commands
and what he does not command of the
patterns of the language that he uses…
to produce this signifying structure obvi-
ously cannot consist of reproducing, by
the effaced and respectful doubling of
commentary, the conscious, voluntary,
intentional relationship that the writer
institutes in his relationship with the histo-
ry to which he belongs thanks to the ele-

ment of language. this moment of dou-
bling commentary should no doubt have
its place in a critical reading. to recognise
and respect all its classical exigencies is
not easy and requires all the instruments
of traditional criticism. Without this recog-
nition and this respect, critical production
would risk developing in any direction at
all and authorise itself to say almost any-
thing. But this indispensable guardrail
had always only protected, it has never
opened a reading.”7 As to projecting
whatever one wants onto the text, for
Paul de Man, on the contrary, “reading is
an argument… because it has to go
against the grain of what one would want
to happen in the name of what has to
happen; this is the same as saying that
reading is an epistemological event prior
to being an ethical or aesthetic value.
this does not mean that there can be a
true reading, but that no reading is con-
ceivable in which the question of its truth
or falsehood is not primarily involved.”8
Regarding the accusation of denying the
‘continuity’ of Marx’s thought, Althusser
can be criticised for ‘bending the stick’ too
far in the direction of the mature Marx.
However this is not a matter of projecting
something he imagined; he is right in
arguing that there is a new problematic.
Alienation as a category is epistemologi-
cally not equivalent to concepts like ‘rela-
tions of production’ or ‘surplus value’.
However textually tendentious and theo-
retically contentious Althusser’s position,
the post-1845 research programme of
historical materialism is, according to
Gregory Elliot, “theoretically superior to
and politically more significant than what
preceded it.”9 For Althusser, the question
of discontinuity in Marx’s thought is not
brought up as part of an academic histo-
ry of ideas or of some intellectual argu-

For many years, Louis Althusser (1918-
1990) has been considered a ‘dead dog’,
both theoretically and politically, his writ-
ings left to the gnawing criticism of the
mice.1 He is better known today for the
murder of his wife and his internment in
psychiatric institutions than for his ideas.
His project is often attacked theoretically
for its alleged determinism and all-perva-
sive vision of ideology, and dismissed
politically for being motivated by the
needs of Stalinism.2 Althusser’s central
preoccupation was the renovation of
communist political practice by a renewal
of Marxist theory. According to a far from
uncritical study, its practical effects were
in fact ‘theoretical destalinisation’ rather
than theoretical Stalinism.3

In stressing the permanence of ideology,
Althusser, “follows the path which was
opened up to men by the great revolu-
tionary thinkers who understood that the
freedom of men is not achieved by the

Reading is an argument:

Althusser’s commandment, conjecture

and contradiction

by Liam O’ Ruairc
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of the first importance for it means that
the structure of the whole and therefore
the ‘difference’ of the essential contradic-
tions and their structure in dominance, is
the very existence of the whole; that the
‘difference’ of the essential contradictions
(that there is a principal contradiction,
etc. and that every contradiction has a
principal aspect) is identical to the condi-
tions of existence of the complex
whole.”14

the kernel of materialist dialectics is the
primacy of contradiction over identity with
the concomitant emphasis upon the irre-
ducibility of struggle, movement and
transformation of one thing into another,
on antagonism and non-antagonism. the
theory of contradiction is therefore central
to any elaboration of the theoretical
bases of Marxism. In this respect
Althusser was among those who promot-
ed Marx’s understanding of class as a
shifting set of structural antagonisms,
resisting the reduction of “the working
class” to the sort of social object pro-
duced by colonial minded anthropology.
therefore, a specific social formation is a
complex and uneven relation of determi-
nate economic, political and ideological
practices in contradiction with each other
within one historical mode of production.
Althusser was able to provide a recon-
ceptualisation of the structure of social
formations which respected their consti-
tutive complexity through the assignment
of relative autonomy to irreducible politi-
cal and ideological regions. It is no longer
a matter of politics and ideology being
superstructures which are being support-
ed and produced by an economic base,
forced to undergo revolutionary change
when the economic base is in revolution.
It is rather a matter of seeing the articula-

tion of the three practices, dependent on
historically specific conditions. For the
contradiction within each practice weighs
upon the specific contradictions of the
others; the whole historic situation
impinges upon each moment. As
Althusser wrote:
“the capital-labour contradiction is never
simple, but is always specified by the his-
torically concrete forms and circum-
stances in which it is exercised. It is spec-
ified by the forms of the superstructure
(the state, dominant ideology, religion,
politically organised movements and so
on), specified by the internal and external
historical situation which determines it on
the one hand as a function of the nation-
al past… and on the other as functions of
the existing world context.”15

According to the specific historical condi-
tions a crisis can occur within or between
political, economic and ideological prac-
tices; their specific contradictions are
overdetermined by other contradictions,
so that they become the arena of crisis,
the principal contradiction, the contradic-
tion whose struggle determines the future
direction of the social formation as a
whole. Why is the above crucial for mili-
tants? Because the analysis of the specif-
ic ‘conjuncture’ of conditions is the foun-
dation of Marxist politics, as the possibili-
ties for revolution are dependent upon
the particular conditions created by the
uneven relations constituting a social for-
mation. to illustrate this point, Althusser
takes Lenin’s writings from 1917, which
reveal that it was the unevenness of the
Russian social formation’s development -
the combination of industry with a semi-
feudal monarchy and agrarian system,
confronted with the imperialist war-which
made a socialist revolution possible there

ment about an alleged ‘incoherence’ in
Marx’s thought; it reconstitutes the Marx
who was most revolutionary in a scientif-
ic sense and hence in a political sense.
this is where the political relevance of
Althusser’s reading lies.10 In the process
of analysing the ‘epistemological break’ in
Marx’s writings, Althusser developed an
anti-empiricist and non-positivist philoso-
phy of science which gave primacy to the
conceptual elaboration of scientific dis-
coveries. His distinction between the
‘object of knowledge’ and the ‘real object’
encapsulated a simultaneous commit-
ment to the specificity of scientific prac-
tice (the historical production and trans-
formation of theoretical concepts) and
epistemological realism (the independent
extra-scientific existence of the objects of
which knowledge is produced). It bears
some comparison to Roy Bhaskar’s tran-
sitive and intransitive objects of sci-
ence.11

Althusser did not see himself as a
‘Marxist philosopher’ but rather a ‘Marxist
in philosophy’. Philosophy is the under-
labourer, rather than the queen of sci-
ences. Its purpose is to clarify and devel-
op the theoretical framework of historical
materialism.12 In his philosophical under-
labouring, Althusser seeks to make
Marxist epistemology and the fundamen-
tal axioms for the study of social forma-
tions - concrete analysis of concrete situ-
ations - explicit. these exist in a ‘practical
state’ throughout the writings of Marx.
they can also be found in Lenin’s analy-
sis of the revolutionary situation in Russia
in 1917 or Mao’s distinction between the
primary and the secondary aspects of
contradiction.13 Althusser seeks to pres-
ent explicitly and systematically the
methodological and epistemological

assumptions underlying such analysis in
a generally accessible form so that it can
be developed in the concrete analysis of
other concrete situations. In doing this
Althusser is not a structuralist, as he
emphasises the primacy of contradictions
whereas structuralism negates the clash
of discrepant structures that generate
historical change. Structuralism postu-
lates no articulated hierarchy of levels
and no conception of contradictions
between them so it cannot provide a the-
ory of history. However in reality it is not
possible to think of social structure with-
out taking account of social conflicts,
change and revolutions; that is, without
accounting for the constant mutation of
structures which are unstable and consti-
tuted by forces in conflict. For Althusser
then structures are in fact constituted by
the very conflict of those forces - an idea
totally alien to structuralism.

For Althusser, materialist dialectic reality
is a pre-given, complexly structured total-
ity, characterised by disjunctions, irregu-
larities, uneven development and move-
ment. It is the notion of contradiction,
called by Lenin the kernel of the dialectic,
which enables one to understand reality
simultaneously as process and structure.
Althusser has given the most adequate
exposition of the materialistdialectic: “If
every contradiction is a contradiction in a
complex whole, structured in dominance,
this complex whole cannot be envisaged
without its contradictions, without their
basically uneven relations. In other
words, each contradiction, each essential
articulation of the structure, and the gen-
eral relation of the articulations in the
structure in dominance, constitute so
many conditions of the existence of the
complex whole itself. this proposition is
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mode for conceptualising the relation of
theory to politics is not, in an Althusserian
view, to read off from theory the transpar-
ent evidence of a determining political
practice, nor to translate immediate polit-
ical committments into a theory of politi-
cal action and historical agency; rather,
political practice and theoretical practice
are two instances of a complex structured
whole in which the development of each
instance may proceed according to differ-
ent historical rhythm... theoretical prac-
tice can, as Lenin observed, be one step
ahead of political practice; the only error
is to believe that theory can move forward
on its own, that it can be several steps in
advance of political practice. Althusserian
theory stands at the horizon of Marxist
theoretical practice, providing the instru-
ments with which Marxist political prac-
tice can advance.”22

But how can this be realised? Perhaps at
a theoretical level, it will help militants
avoid the very real pitfalls of economism
and evolutionism, objectivism and volun-
tarism which all find their translation into
bureaucratic thought and anti-democratic
practice. At the level of practical political
intervention, Blackburn and Stedman
Jones have shown the relevance of
Althusser’s mode of analysis: “the logic
of Althusser’s Marxism encourages us to
study the given complexity of contradic-
tions both within any one country and in
the world as a whole… If these different
struggles are not correctly located at the
theoretical level, it will be impossible to
coordinate them at the level of political
practice. Such diverse struggles would
then inhibit rather than strengthen each
other. A stress on the intercalation of
overdetermined contradictions and a
rejection of the false simplicity of the

‘expressive totality’ would seem to pro-
vide the correct epistemological starting
point for an internationalist politics. this
is equally true of revolutionary struggle
within a single country, where political
practice is posed with the same
inescapable complexity. Within the deci-
sive revolutionary class, the proletariat, it
is necessary to achieve a proper combi-
nation of economic, political and cultural
practice. It is also necessary to unite the
revolutionary struggle of the working
class with the parallel struggles of partic-
ular oppressed groups… Althusserian
categories seem particularly apt for
establishing the connections between the
diverse forms of repression in modern
capitalist social formations, without at the
same time collapsing one form of strug-
gle into another… No revolutionary… can
afford to ignore the weapons of scientific
criticism put at his disposal by
Althusser.”23

before the West. the process of overde-
termination articulates how the ‘weakest
link’ becomes the ‘decisive link’.
Althusser has done more than any other
contemporary theorist to clarify the con-
cept of the ‘conjuncture’, the prevailing
and determining set of material condi-
tions, and to locate it within the science of
historical materialism.

the concept of ‘structural causality’
means that the results of history are
never decided in advance.16 the struc-
tural causality differentiates the Marxist
from any mechanistic position and, “intro-
duces in the determination an array of dif-
ferent instances, which supposes that
society is a differentiated whole, complex
and articulated, such that the last
instance (economic) fixes the real limits
of all the others (political and ideological),
their relative autonomy and the perform-
ance of the base itself, as well as the effi-
ciency of this action.”17

A social formation is understood simulta-
neously as a concrete whole and as a
multiplicity of determinations. to affirm
that the economic is the determining
structure in the last instance as it intro-
duces a hierarchy of determinations is a
materialist position. to indicate that it is
only a determination ‘in the last instance’
amounts to a rejection of mechanical
determinism, and an adoption of a dialec-
tical position. For a long time, the speci-
ficity of Marxist determinacy had been
forgotten and fell upon an evolutionist
interpretation of historical events, a ‘tran-
sitive’ or ‘expressive’ causality closer to
(interpretations of) the mechanistic
causality of the natural sciences than to
the new type of causality discovered by
Marx. the concept of structural causality

allows a break with evolutionism.
Althusser’s thesis that ‘history is a
process without a subject or without a
goal’18 enables a break with voluntarism
and teleology. this was not a denial of
historical agency. Althusser never doubt-
ed that there are subjects or historical
agents, men and women who make their
own history. this avoids objectivism. But
they do not make it just as they please,
but out of circumstances encountered
and given from the past. this is why Marx
noted in his ‘Marginal Notes On Wagner’,
“My analytical method does not start from
man, but from the economically given
social period.”19 this avoids voluntarism.
It is nothing other than this which
Althusser wants to express in his thesis
about history being a process without a
subject. 

For Althusser there was such a thing as
‘science’ which is outside ideology, for its
discourse is precisely subjectless. this is
why he did not take issue with humanism
as such: only with theoretical humanism.
the problem is not with practical human-
ism but with humanism as a problemati-
cal philosophical category.20 theoretical
humanism, such as that of Sartre, ends
up becoming a poetics of history, where-
as Althusser’s anti-humanist problematic
results with the science of historical
materialism.21 Althusser’s theoretical
interventions have been accused of
falling into mandarinism and academi-
cism. But there is a clear danger in reduc-
ing a theoretical itinerary to the vicissi-
tudes of immediate political concerns.
How can the relation of his theoretical
work to his political practice be con-
ceived?

Michael Sprinker argues, “the correct
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promising of course, more on shampoos
and detergent industry, cosmetics, than
anywhere else. But, as Google appears
very experimental tool for concluding on
marketing and popular culture, it is
maybe the best road to try to find the dis-
appeared concept. 

to ones that are still feeling certain revo-
lutionary drive, it is notable the domain
www.revolution.org is still FREE! Sounds
strange, but true. to the contrary the
domain www.revolution.com which has a
frightening corporative aspect or organi-
zation, states in its introduction: 

Founded by Steve Case, Revolution
seeks to drive transformative change by
shifting power to consumers and building
significant, category-defining companies
in the process. Focusing on multiple mar-
ket sectors, including Health, Financial
Services, Resorts, Living and Digital,
Revolution's mission is to give people
better choices, more control and more
convenience in the important aspects of
their lives.

the new definition of the Revolution has
commodified Marx into a definition in
which the transformative charge is
instead of to workers, given to con-
sumers. But we know it is the same
crowd. Well, if there was a seducing idea
of totalitarism already inscribed in classic
Marxism, then it is adoptable even in the
consumer society. It is a total promise to
everyone in person. 

FREE RADICALS IN ŽIŽEK’S  tEA
this simple Google research is reminds
on Žižek’s parable of free radicals in the
Green tea that was the first to give an
idea of the commodification and commer-

cialisation of the revolution (Žižek 2001).
to the contrary of free radicals which are
enemies to the health and long-life,
Revolution is rather appearing in terms of
salvation of the consumer, or on the
opposite side. though, as a Google
experiment says it fails to give us a clear,
general picture. Or, it has come the pic-
ture of itself, self-sufficient. 

the Revolution seems to have disinte-
grated into many quick and instant
processes of change and transformation
that are usually interrupted by another
revolutionary package, quicker and with
deeper results, while new problems
appear to be solved. Each new discovery
is there to be replaced by another one
with a better Revolution. Still, what
remains in that unstable territories are the
enemies of the Revolution; health and
wealth of the consumer, enemies so
frightening - against all paranoia of totali-
tarism cannot be compared, and they
include free radicals as well. One may
conclude, what is similar between the
old-fashioned Marxism and neo-liberal
definition of the Revolution is the defini-
tion of the enemy, which is always per-
sonally endangering, working against
workers and consumers, not against the
Order. 

IMAGE OF tHE REVOLutION AND
DISINtEGRAtION 
PARADIGM OF CHE 

there are couple of illustrative side-histo-
ries which are indeed teaching us of the
historical process of the commodification
of the Revolution and its ultimate disinte-
gration. One of them; the history of the
image of Che Guevarra appears the par-
adigmatic. the image of the revolutionary

tHE REVOLutION FROM POLItICS tO
COSMEtICS

GOOGLEMENt FENOMENOLOGY 

It is indeed strange result running the
Google search for the term revolution.
After first Wikipedia site, what you get by
the number of ten are Revolution
Software, Revolution for Pets, Revolution
Vodka, Fx televise Revolution, Food
Revolution and Diets in Books, as well as
the site Revolution.com that unifies all
these territories in consumer healthcare,
travel resorts, and real estate revolution.
A properly schooled post-communist, if
one is to name people that have sur-
passed socialism on the private, but
never on official level, or that have
thought through all layers and forms of
societies succeeding socialism and real-
ized we have lost the road, that person,
cannot but ask what happened to the
dominant term of its ontology on the
move, or tHE concept of change. In the
physical life, indeed, this term appears,

Commercialization of images of

Revolution (1968 - 2008)
A case study of image copyright and 

post-socialism 

by Ana Peraica

[78] [79]

To my father Dražen Perajica (1949 -
2008) and Zvonimir Buljević (1933-
2006) who were merely photographers.
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more interested in growing cabbage, as
some proverbs say, than ruling the
tetrarchy was also known as the last
prosecutor of Christians before the official
acknowledging of the religion, that has
cost many of lives of the nearby Catholic
enclave of Salona.  

A huge palace, which today forms the
centre of the city, preserved almost in half
to the present day, was built for his retire-
ment. the central square of this Palace is
named Peristyle (ie. a square surrounded
by pillars), shows up the iconology that is
meant to institutionalize the Emperor
spatially including stones from all parts of
the Empire, as well as the original
Egyptian Sphinx, but also being a gate to
the temple of fire-keepers Vestals, a road
to Jupiter and Venus temple and of
course a glorious Mausoleum of the
Emperor. Simplified, the whole square
holds, more than public, a sacred and
sacrificial nature as presenting gods and
Emperor’s connections.  

unfortunately, as it happens with such
figures and places, it has become a cen-
tral point of self-establishment of different
kinds; political speeches, both theatre
shows and popular concerts, football
funs, weddings, but as well a mythical
place conquered ideally by lunatics,
believing to be connected to the Emperor
in a certain way. 

So, this narrative can also be written in
terms of Who wanted to be the Emperor
at the place of the Emperoras in
Iznogoud comic by Jean tabary (1962),
where the main character, a prototype
revolutionary, badly wants to be the
Emperor with many strategies. 

YuGOSLAVIAN IDEAS - GRGuR NINS-
KI ON PERIStYLE 

Where the colossal idea of the Emperor
has started to be interesting was when
the first collosalism of politics has invited
all Yugoslav nations to unite. A known
propagator of this political idea, Ivan
Meštrović, was also the creator of a huge
sculpture of Grgur Ninski, the first bishop
who has fought for the use of native
Croatian language in Catholic Church
sermons (905). Colloquially speaking, he
was the Revolutionary at his own time. It
is unclear unknown was the idea
Yugoslavian re-union or Croatian native
tongue the one that has made Italian fas-
cists to decompose the monument, but it
happened during the WW2. Surely fas-
cists were irritated with the sculpture and
they have called upon emptying the
whole palace to show up the greatness of
Romans.  

there another group of revolutionaries
appeared. Namely, according to socialis-
tic narrative the sculpture was saved by
partisans, but today it appears erased
from official stories.  

tHE MYtH OF PARtISAN BRAVENESS  

the partisan myth Iove read in some
local historical magazine told that pieces
of monument were stolen after decom-
posing in pieces to be used as material
for bombs, which was a common practice
in most of revolutions we know from the
WW2. though there were quests to find
the material, or the sculpture, researches
done thoroughly and under a thread of
death for ones hiding it, it was not found
till the end of the war, when fishermen
have uncovered their fishing nets and
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has become a highly profitable good, that
has lost the connection to both what is
represented and the person who made it,
the photographer. 

In 1960 Guevara was portrayed by pho-
tographer Alberto Korda on the image
entitled Guerrillero Heroico, Havana. the
picture was published in 1967 by
Giangiacomo Feltrinelli who wanted to
influence the release of Regis Debray,
accompanying at the time Che's Bolivian
Diary. Korda has given images for free for
such a good purpose. the image has
appeared as the symbol of October 1967
Milan as well as July 1967 issue of Paris
Match in the article by journalist Jean
Lartéguy Les Guerrilleros, the latest
appears to be the first time where it was
unsure how it came to the press. Also, in
1968 it was used by Amsterdam group
Provos. the image has escaped com-
pletely from his original author. 

But, in parallel to art variants have start-
ed to inflate. An artist Jim Fitzpatrick has
created a stylized version of the original
Kordas photo. this known version in the
red and black poster was printed in thou-
sands of copies and distributed in
France, Ireland, Spain Fitzpatrick has
consequentially made a print company
and continued printing the image, without
permission of Korda. But, it was another
art piece, a famous forgery of Andy
Warhol depicting the image of Che was
made by Gerard Malanga, which has
made image profitable and desired by art
institutions. 

Because of high printing rate, hyper
esteticized surface and moreover popu-
larity this image become a symbol of rad-
ical chic(V&A Museum), while Che Rudolf

Valentino of Red Fascism (Bey 1994).
Namely, the profit at the end had little to
do with complicated situation with copy-
right after the death of Korda. 

I have summarized this narrative as a
prototype for another, Eastern European
one, in which again, original photograph-
ic prints were given for one purpose of
exhibition and after which copyrights
were ignored to similar over-publishing
and latter institutionalization in art collec-
tions and museums. As with the image of
Che it happened; copies of photographs
of an event from 1968 itself, latter named
Crveni Peristil, were de-authorized and
sold to collections. 

the weird name, reminding on many
other groups (Black Panteras, Red
Brigades), was given by the press to
encapsulate the myth suspecting a small
group of students had actually something
as manifestos and programmatic actions,
which remained unproved after 40 years.
But as the work was introduced on the art
history narrative, this peculiar case of not
distinguishing the work from the author
itself could and was only be an error pro-
ducing confusion. So, I would continue
with the topical one; simply; Peristyle
being painted red. But what was
Peristyle? 

ONCE uPON A tIME CHRIStIAN REV-
OLutIONARIES 

It would appear strange, though every-
thing by now has appeared as well, that
during the time of initial building of the city
of Split in Croatia (295-305 AC), it was
Christians that were revolutionaries
which have been prosecuted. the
Emperor Diocletianus, except of being
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than the color, this episode was forgotten
soon, all until the political incorrectness
has arrived to the historical stage.
Notably to say, this reference was the
only one not having the anniversary char-
acter, as all latter ones would be, intro-
ducing certain institutionalization and rep-
etition. 

PERIStYLE PAINtED BLACK, ALSO
BLACK PERIStYLE (1998)

On the 30th anniversary of the Peristyle
has been painted red by an anonymous
artist, latter on giving his proper name
when an award for the documentation of
the event exhibited on the Salon of Youth
has won the price. Aside clear political
engagement with the political moment of
post-war national country, this event has
also completely moved the geographical
creation to Zagreb, having a slight taste
of colonization that happened during the
same time. But also it has given to it a
broader national perspective, taking the
narrative out of local history. 

2008: tHE INFLAtION OF COLORS
AND REFERENCES 

After the hyper-quoting times and a com-
petition who is connected to the event
and for what, 2008 was reaching the
inflation of references to original painting
of the square in Red. It counted; one trav-
eling exhibition showing what happened
in advancement of the event (to je
prethodilo Crvenom Peristilu, presented
in Muzej Grada Splita, Split; Galerija
Nova, Zagreb, Galerija Otok Dubrovnik,
etc‚), a parallel exhibition of another
group in Labin, and yet the third group
connecting on the annual exhibition of
AAA (Adria Art Annale). Furthermore, an

introductory essay of the Salon of Youth
named Salon of Revolution in Zagreb,
programmatically referred to Crveni
Peristil. Also, there were three round
tables (performance festival DOPuSt,
Split, umjetnost i Revolucija SC Beograd
and Labin event). the anniversary day
this time was celebrated with 40 Chinese
fires along with a proposal for Peristyle
under the Glass went on the Salon of
Architecture in Zagreb and one book pub-
lished.  And of course, one should not for-
get dozens of interviews, including one
documentary on national tV.

And, as the year is not finished by send-
ing of this text, I assume there would be
some more of events to consume. 
Famous Croatian tie in reference to red

the inflation in arts, still was followed with
commercial references. On the day of
opening of the shop of Kravata Croata,
filling up yet another myth that it was a
Croat tribe inventing a tie, a red tie
appeared covering the whole building,
but also the Peristyle. Even a major of the
city was used for this particular occasion. 

A tie itself continued to appear in various
ways, after this month long presentation,
on mannequin-models of Kravata Croata
walking on the square together with man-
nequin-models that appear as Diocletian
army and the Diocletian itself, fulfilling a
total circus or a Disneyland on the
Peristyle, becoming the sign of quick
earning on tourism. 
And moreover the image was used on
commercial goods as on the album cover
of John Kruth, giving no credit to the
author whatsoever. 
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become a symbol of a revolutionary
(theft). After this episode still it wasn’t
brought back on Peristyle. Its revolution-
ary time has passed. 

PERIStYLE PAINtED RED (1968) 

Still the emptied square was couple of
decades latter painted red. the whole
process lasted a single night. But in the
morning the power discourse was con-
necting youth movements in the West
with communism, while in the East with
nationalism and the event was immedi-
ately seen as a piece of politically driven
vandalism.  

As it happens with all similar events, the
destiny of young people, one can hardly
name artists from the institutional defini-
tion of art, as none of them continued
their logical development from this
episode, the event was mystified and the
mystery supported with illustrative claim
that few participants suffered fatal des-
tinies (Peraica 2006). this similarity with
the case of Che, who would not become
such a myth if living to the age of Castro,
is also notable. 

But, only two photographers were there
during the occasion, my father and his
friend Zvonimir Buljević. On the persua-
sion of my grandfather, also photogra-
pher, Antonio, who appears on Peristyle
photos of Zvonimir Buljević in front of our
atelier, my father hurried up and latter dis-
covered he was shooting on black and
white film, while Zvonimir Buljević was
taking pictures on dia-positive (slide) film. 

But, while my fathers photo never left the
archive, even when art historians were
hysterically pushy to make copies

because we are due to the history,
Buljević ones seem to be copied by local
daily newspapers Slobodna Dalmacija,
but as well prints of 5 slides that were
exhibited in Kinoteka Zlatna Vrata, where
an exhibition was held on the occasion in
70s, disappeared. these five slides have
found their way to a strange collection of
Eastern European Art, being widely criti-
cized, with no contract or knowing of the
original author.  While, prints re-appeared
in collection of the Museum of
Contemporary Arts in Zagreb, which were
exhibiting it, also without a note to the
original author, as the documentation of
the artwork. It is notable at the time of
creation of images copyright was nonex-
istent in the country, while immediately
after its legal introducing disappeared
images reappeared (Peraica 1994).   

In overviews author, the photographer is
pushed back as being merely document-
ing, while the invented name of the non-
existent group appears to be the present-
ed author. though the strange narrative
does not fulfill demands of art historical
narrative in terms of names and consis-
tency of biography, it has a certain,
demanded, continuity, - its followers. 

GREEN PERIStYLE (1989)

Apart the exhibition in KInoteka Zlatna
Vrata, the rare remembrance of the
episode, not including writings that tend-
ed to further mystify the event was done
by a local artist Ante Kuštre. It was done
in a proper style of the eighties, the glob-
al idea of the eco movement and political
correctness. Connecting to the place with
rather apolitical attitude, which was con-
sequentially leading to the non-hurting
choice of material  being a carpet rather
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tHE WORLD RECESSION AND
IMAGES OF REVOLutION

From this overview it is quite easy to con-
clude; the destiny of the event has
appeared commercial, while images of it
were used also printed without permis-
sion of authors of photography, as hap-
pened with Che Guevara image case.
But what Che Guevara image and the
image of Peristyle being painted red are
forwarding is yet another thing; the
encapsulation of myth of the revolution,
especially young revolutionaries, into
image culture; its commercialization and
a basic profiting out of any radical youth
culture using the image.  

Such consummation notably also pre-
vents any revolution, by original claim
that if something 40 years old continues
to re-appear as a specter, it means noth-
ing has changed and for sure; there are
no original ideas. And that might be the
first reason why one should consume the
revolution.

This text has been presented on the Art and
Resistance Colloquium organized by IACC,
Perpetuum Mobile, Alternative Culture Beyond
Borders with participation of OSA Archivum
(Budapest) and McMaster University
(Canada), Split, Croatia, 2nd and 3rd August,
2008



Social Engineering of the City and Urban

Design Ideology as an Achilles Heel

by Wouter Vanstiphout

Saal. Rigid wooden benches stand in a
steep gallery arrangement around a plat-
form bearing a blood-encrusted slab of
white marble. this is where corpses used
to be dissected before an audience of art
and architecture students. the dark and
stuffy room is now used occasionally as a
classroom, mostly by the architecture
and urban planning programme of the
academy.

It was here that a student, after my lec-
ture was over, asked, ‘Are you basically
saying then that there is no point in study-
ing architecture, and that we should
become politicians or social workers
instead?’ ‘No, no, no, on the contrary, you
should . . . etc.,’ I hastened to say, wor-
ried that I had seriously failed in my duty
as a teacher. What had so bewildered
this student? My lecture was yet another
in a series in which a new-build city of the
1950s and 1960s was looked at, how it
had been designed, what had happened
to it subsequently, and how people now
felt compelled to radically transform it
again. the case study this time had been
toulouse - Le Mirail, the famed Ville
Nouvelle by Candilis, Josic & Woods in
the south of France. the student’s ques-
tion as to whether he would not do better
to become a social worker or politician
had come after a number of examples of
how forces that have nothing to do with
architecture ultimately turned out to
determine the fate of cities like toulouse
Le Mirail.

the design for toulouse Le Mirail, like
other examples from the oeuvre of
Candilis, Josic & Woods and that of the
other architects who were part of the
team 10 movement of the early 1960s,
were embarrassingly familiar to the stu-

dents, even if many were seeing it for the
first time. the organic metaphors, the
endless stacks of rectangular units in
geometric excrescences that evoke the
computer game tetris, the patio patterns,
the fantasizing about the residents’ indi-
vidual uses of the space, the floating
pedestrian platforms, the collages of
abstract architecture with scenes from
films and out of lifestyle magazines, and
especially the harsh critique of techno-
cratic and rigid building production
matched what they, in 2008, were pro-
ducing in the studios of the academy, this
time with computers. they blanched, like
someone who suddenly recognizes him-
self in the face of a much older person,
when they saw how little their idealistic
projects differed from those of their fore-
bears, which they had barely researched.
When, quoting Karl Marx, I said that
everything in history happens twice, the
first time as tragedy, the second time as
farce, they were not reassured, certainly
not when I described the tragedy.

the plan for toulouse Le Mirail was pre-
sented by its architects at the time as a
radical break from the technocratic urban
design of the 1950s. they were inspired
by sociological and psychological studies
that demonstrated how soulless life
among the tower blocks in a green setting
could be, in comparison to that in the old
cities. the organic, responsive, complex
towers and megastructures that make up
toulouse Le Mirail were to be seen as a
radical break from the conventions of the
industrialized housing construction of the
time. In spite of this break from the
grands ensembles and cités built in the
same period, toulouse Le Mirail suffered
exactly the same fate, decades later, as
all those soulless blocks in green settings
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using two urban development plans for a
new city grounded on ideological doctrine
- one in a totalitarian regime and one in a
democratic society - architectural histori-
an Wouter Vanstiphout demonstrates
how the identification of urban planning
with a political societal system ultimately
turns against itself. urban planners would
do better to see the city not as something
that can be made out of nothing, but
rather as an unruly reality for which they
develop instruments so that it can grow in
all its complexity and layeredness.

In the cellar of the Akademie der Bildende
Künste in Vienna, the same school where
both Otto Wagner and Joost Meuwissen
taught - and which expelled a young Adolf
Hitler twice for his meagre talents at
drawing as a student - is the Anatomie
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ture with a particular ideal of society can
lead to bizarre situations and unexpected
twists. the first in tehran, the other in
Amsterdam.

Bad urban Planning is Better than Good
urban Planning

On 1 January 1979, after months of fight-
ing and riots, the Shah of Iran fled to
Egypt. On 1 February, Ayatollah
Khomeini, the spiritual leader of the
rebellion, returned to tehran after more
than a decade in exile and called on the
population not to listen to the interim gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Bakhtiar and to
accept the Islamic government pro-
claimed on 11 February as the sole legit-
imate government. the referendum of 1
April resulted in 98 per cent support for
the establishment of the Islamic Republic
of Iran, headed by a council of clergymen
under Khomeini’s leadership. this
brought to an end 38 years of rule by
Shah Mohammed Pahlavi, to 54 years of
rule by the Pahlavi dynasty and - accord-
ing to the Pahlavis - to more than 2,500
years of uninterrupted monarchy, since
the founding of the Persian Empire by
Cyrus the Great in 529 BCE.

It also brought an end to the White
Revolution, one of the greatest and most
comprehensive modernization cam-
paigns ever undertaken. the Shah used
his close ties with the uSA and the bil-
lions of dollars in oil revenues to drag the
country into the twentieth century in one
fell swoop. Land reform, suffrage for
women, literacy, nationalization of water
and agricultural land and many other
campaigns were encompassed in a 19-
point plan that was put into operation at a

breakneck pace starting in 1963. Every
aspect of the country was considered
engineerable, including the pace at which
a country develops. the expansion and
modernization of the capital was to be the
most monumental demonstration of this
extreme philosophy of social engineering.

In a country lacking any institutions for
master planning, urban design, infra-
structure and architecture, drawing up
and implementing a master plan for
tehran was an immense undertaking. It
resulted in an invasion of consultants,
engineers, architects, planners and other
professionals, who not only had to create
a plan out of nothing, but also build up the
organizational infrastructure to carry out
this plan. the drawing up of the master
plan, which was supposed to take tehran
forward by 25 years, and in the process
multiply its area several times over, was
entrusted to the Los Angeles-based firm
of Victor Gruen, who worked with the
Iranian architect Abdol Aziz Farman
Farmaian. Gruen, a Viennese Jew, inven-
tor of the shopping mall and designer of
dozens of American downtowns, integrat-
ed the old tehran into a hierarchical sys-
tem of highways, parks and greenbelts,
as well as satellite cities each accommo-
dating hundreds of thousands of new
inhabitants. the new tehran, from the
regional scale to the scale of the front
door, was defined with precise allocations
and typologies for each income class.
the green valleys that ran down from the
Alborz Mountains towards the more
densely built areas below were incorpo-
rated in the plan, conducting air, greenery
and water through the city in the process.
the best American and European archi-
tects and landscape designers were
employed to build new cities, landscape
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in the periphery of French cities: immigra-
tion, unemployment, crime, alienation,
frustration, riots. the discontent reached
a climax in the early autumn of 2005:
toulouse Le Mirail figured in the top five
of the hotbeds, a list compiled by compar-
ing the number of burned-out cars found
in the mornings. In this light, the endless
series of neo-team 10 projects being pro-
duced by the students did have some-
thing of a farce about them.

this is not a plea for more teaching of
history, or a lament about the superficial-
ity of today’s students. On the contrary,
the reaction in the anatomy room indi-
cates that this new generation of archi-
tects measures the success of architec-
ture by the degree to which it actually
improves society. When this fails, the dis-
appointment is great. It is a symptom that
shows that architecture still dreams of the
social engineering of society. It still sees
a direct and linear connection between
the form architecture takes and the form
society takes. Just as Candilis, Josic &
Woods thought they could create an
organic urban society with their organic
city form, today’s students and architects
still think in architectonic terms about
society, more than they think in societal
terms about their architecture. But the
fact that they think about society, and
dedicate themselves to it with admirable
tenacity, is certain.

the reaction to the story of toulouse Le
Mirail shows that it is difficult, certainly for
young architects, to think in strategic and
dialectic terms about their work. they
generally see architecture as a means of
changing society, but at the same time as
the physical expression of an already
changing society. this ambiguous inter-

pretation of their craft makes them vul-
nerable to acute episodes of profound
disillusion. It is ironic that this pure inter-
pretation of architecture as the expres-
sion of the social order that drives the
young architect should be shared by the
very powers that seem to overrun archi-
tecture. It is precisely bureaucrats and
technocrats who use the unity of form
and content as an argument for generally
radical physical interventions of which all
sorts of immediate social and economic
effects are expected for the residential
areas and cities involved.

this architectonic interpretation of socie-
ty - as a permanent reconstruction in the
most literal sense - has placed the archi-
tect himself, however, in a generally mar-
ginal, dependent and purely servile role.
By building a historic-looking city centre,
people hope to produce the authenticity
of the historic city. By building varied
façades in a residential area, people
hope, through the same logic, for a
diverse and varied local culture. By
demolishing the impoverished and
monotonous high-rise districts, people
hope to resolve the problems that exist
there. the old technocrat and the young
idealist seem to agree on one principle:
architecture = society, society = architec-
ture. the former does not really believe it,
as a rule, but uses it as a rhetorical strat-
egy to generate public support in a simple
way for his generally clumsy actions; the
latter usually genuinely believes it, so that
he and his craft sometimes end up in a
most peculiar position.

I would like to use two examples to illus-
trate that this is not limited to the disap-
pointment of the young architect, but
instead that the identification of architec-
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spectacular cities in the world. In its spec-
tacular location at the foot of the moun-
tains, with the permanent blanket of
smog that hangs over it, it resembles Los
Angeles, but without the ocean, without
palm trees and with millions of cars
immobilized in one of the most chronic
traffic jams in the world. the billions gen-
erated by cannibalizing the master plan
served in part to pay the hundreds of
thousands of municipal officials. they
also paid for immense prestige projects
like the construction of Navab Street and
the still-unfinished Imam Khomeini
Airport.1

If you fly over tehran with the master plan
on your lap, you can still make out, like an
archaeologist, the lines and areas of the
Gruen plan amid the endless mass of
houses. Here and there, moreover, a
modernist monument breaks through the
chaos, like an abandoned temple in the
jungle. this city, in a few years, has man-
aged to do what it took medieval cities
hundreds of years: to absorb the original
grid in the unplanned chaos. For the aya-
tollahs of the Islamic Revolution, a hated
and bad plan like Gruen’s was far more
useful and better for their objectives than
a so-called ‘good’ plan that they would
have had to implement and pay for.
Because the plan aimed to provide the
counterform for a society that was the
opposite of what the ayatollahs believed
in, they could use it not only to generate
one of the biggest urban growth spurts
the twentieth century had ever seen, but
to make a huge amount of money out of
it to boot. the degree to which the plan
contributed to this is proportional to the
degree to which its makers were aiming
for precisely the opposite.

the Best urban Design is No urban
Design At All

tehran after the Islamic Revolution
seems far too extreme to be instructive
for us in Western Europe; yet the mecha-
nism behind it can be seen in urban proj-
ects in our barely expanding democra-
cies as well. the similarity lies in the use,
in a negative sense, of the ideological
passion that inspired the project of the
previous generation, and in the some-
times violent dismissal of the whole disci-
pline of urban design in the process of
realizing the most recent type of social
engineering.

We can find an interesting example of
this in the Bijlmermeer. this satellite sub-
urb of Amsterdam was built in the 1960s
and inspired by an ideological urgency
rare for the Netherlands. the urban
Development department was keen to
show that, after the seventeenth-century
ring of canals, Berlage’s Plan Zuid in the
early twentieth century and Van
Eesteren’s General Expansion Plan in
the 1930s, it too was capable of making
another giant stride forward. In addition,
there were the actions of a very principled
alderman, named Joop den uyl, who felt
the plan had to be implemented as an
essential and therefore uncompromising
statement about new collective housing -
no hybrid forms of high-rise and low-rise
buildings, in other words. the
Bijlmermeer was therefore built as an ide-
ological statement about how people
should be housed. unprecedented quan-
tities of square metres of housing space,
greenery, collective facilities, accessibility
by car and public transport, would be
available to everyone. People would be
able to live together in high densities and
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parks, universities, palaces, monuments
and hospitals. In addition, a fully elaborat-
ed infrastructure was put in place for zon-
ing plans and process management.
Foreign consultants were hired to monitor
building applications on behalf of the gov-
ernment and fill law books with new reg-
ulations. the construction of the city was
subjected to a meticulous schedule of
phases, with contours that were extend-
ed every five years, so that the city would
expand outward in an even pattern. the
planning horizon was 1991, the year
when the new tehran would reach its
maximum extent.

When Ayatollah Khomeini landed at
tehran Airport after more than 14 years in
exile, he must not have recognized the
city: the framework of highways, the con-
trolled expansion and in particular the
huge and hypermodern, fashionable
high-rise district of Ekbatan, right by the
airport, with its glittering swimming pools
among the tower blocs, must have left
him flabbergasted. It was more than
astonishment: everything established
and left behind by the Shah and the
despised Americans was considered
repulsive and evil and therefore had to be
erased from memory. Sometimes this
was done physically, such as with the
mausoleums of the Shah’s ancestors;
sometimes it was done symbolically, by
renaming monuments, or by covering the
modernist buildings in murals depicting
the Ayatollah and later the martyrs of the
war with Iraq. But what to do with an
entire city, and its attendant master plan,
that could be seen, as a whole, as a mon-
ument to the hated deposed ruler?

At first the Islamic government did the
predictable: it had a new master plan

drawn up, one that did reflect the ideas of
the Islamic Revolution. this plan, howev-
er, was never adopted, firstly because it
contained no urban design ideas that
could be considered revolutionary, and
secondly because there were no
resources to implement the plan. the war
with Iraq meant there had to be cutbacks;
municipal departments had to support
themselves, and furthermore one of the
promises of the new regime had been
that every Iranian should be allowed to
build his own house.

this led to a concept that can be called
brilliant in its cynicism, or at least post-
modern, particularly in the combination of
neoliberalism and religious fundamental-
ism. the Gruen plan, with its regulations
worked out down to the most minute
detail, and its precise management of
open space, building density, separation
of functions, greenery, infrastructure and
landscape, was thoroughly despised on
ideological grounds. In spite of this, or
rather because of it, it was decided to
maintain the plan. the authorities, how-
ever, with the plan in hand, began to sell
applicants the right to exceed maximum
building densities, to violate the zoning
plan, to build in areas designated as
parks. the whole infrastructure of regula-
tions, designs and monitoring agencies
was in full swing, but as a giant super-
market of exemptions. to reinforce the
influx of applicants with deep pockets
even further, the city’s contours were
immediately extended to the final 1991
situation. tehran’s huge population
growth did the rest. the master plan
played a crucial and indispensable role in
creating, in a matter of a few decades,
one of the most chaotic, densely built,
insalubrious and yet fascinating and
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and more influence on the organization
and use of public space, they participate
in job-creation programmes, they work
with mosques and churches, they even
build mosques and churches, they invest
huge sums in information, identity cam-
paigns and branding projects, under the
label of reputation management. All of
this is called the integral project, whereby
there is a conscious affirmation that
restructuring is primarily a socioeconom-
ic project, in which the physical aspect is
merely a means to an end. In addition, an
elaborate arsenal of resources is applied
to create a harmonious, socioeconomi-
cally profitable, ethnically varied but not
excessively diverse residential area, with
heavy emphasis on social cohesion, par-
ticipation, integration and emancipation.
Seldom has the apparatus for realizing a
socially engineered society been so elab-
orate and been applied in such self-evi-
dent fashion. ‘We touch your life in every
way’ is the terrifying slogan of the devel-
opment agency of the Indian capital of
Delhi; it would be better suited to the
housing corporations that carried out the
restructuring of the post-Second World
War residential areas of major Dutch
cities.

the regeneration of the Bijlmer was first
and last an intervention in the demo-
graphic structure of the Bijlmer, whereby
the physical interventions were merely an
instrument. By demolishing the high-rises
that housed concentrations of
Ghanaians, Sierra Leoneans,
Surinamese, Vietnamese, etcetera,
where illegal and legal residents lived
side by side, where there were significant
levels of crime and little employment, a
new socioeconomic reality could be
established at the local level in a very

short time. By subsequently allocating
the new dwellings to those residents of
the Bijlmer who did pay their rent and met
all manner of requirements, and by put-
ting the rest of the dwellings, in a sophis-
ticated way, onto the high-pressure
Amsterdam housing market, it was possi-
ble to construct, with great precision, a
community that was radically different
from that which originally existed, but
which retained enough elements to be
understood as a renewed and improved
version of the old Bijlmer. this is social
engineering on a massive scale, integral-
ly implemented and, according to the cri-
teria its planners had themselves set,
extremely successful. Moreover, it is a
form of social engineering that penetrates
further into the personal living sphere of
its residents and in the demographic
composition of society than was possible
in the time of Nassuth and Den uyl.

urban design played an important role in
this massive and heavily ideologically
charged intervention - by its absence. In
the first phase of the regeneration, the
sectional plans were still bound together
by a largely metaphorical master plan by
Ashok Bhalotra, who represented the
multi-ethnicity of the Bijlmer, now accept-
able only as a simulacrum, with his street
for a thousand cultures.4 ultimately this
planning perspective vanished from the
regeneration, even from its representa-
tion. the housing corporations and the
urban development department declared
large-scale master plans relicts of a
bygone era, when people still thought
society could be socially engineered. It
was asserted that we now live in an era of
individualization, and that the city must
therefore develop organically. the organ-
ic growth of the Bijlmer became the urban
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establish a new collectivity in the com-
mon spaces and routes where they would
encounter one another. the plan for the
Bijlmer was influenced on the one hand
by East German and Russian urban plan-
ning manuals, and on the other by
toulouse Le Mirail, and of course by the
great fountainhead: Le Corbusier’s La
Ville Radieuse.

In part because of the delayed demolition
of the Nieuwmarkt area and therefore the
delayed influx of Amsterdam residents,
because of the construction of Almere,
because of Surinam’s independence and
because of immigration in general, the
Bijlmer, instead of a hypermodern resi-
dential district for Amsterdam’s white mid-
dle-class families, became ‘the
Netherlands’ first third-World City’.
Instead of an unilaterally built statement
about modern living, it became a fasci-
nating amalgam of Caribbean and African
communities, with hard cores of white
believers, who all used the Bijlmer in all of
sorts of ways its planners had never fore-
seen.

When the Bijlmer evolved in this way over
several generations, the planners
decreed that the ‘experiment’ had failed
and that it was time to tear it down.
Precisely when the Bijlmer was just get-
ting somewhere. the many housing cor-
porations that owned the Bijlmer high-
rises had been privatized in the late
1980s, and they began to merge until in
reality a single housing corporation
owned the whole of the Bijlmer. It took the
demolition of the Bijlmer high-rises and
their replacement by single-family homes
and market-dictated apartment buildings
firmly in hand.2

Whereas the original urban development
department, under the direction of head
designer Siegfried Nassuth, and support-
ed by Alderman Den uyl, succeeded in
exercising total control over the design of
the Bijlmer, and was even able to go quite
far in keeping to the concept during its
implementation, there were two other lev-
els over which they had far less control.
Firstly, groups of Amsterdam middle-
class families - for the reasons summa-
rized above - did not snap up the flats in
sufficient numbers, and entirely different
people came in their place. Secondly, the
urban development department had little
influence over other departments, such
as public housing, traffic and transport,
economic affairs, so that many elements
fell through the cracks of the plan and in
general were either not implemented or
implemented in a totally different way,
such as the collective spaces and the
parking garages.3

things were very different for the housing
corporations 30 years later. Because of
their mergers and because of the fact that
with the idea of demolition they presented
the city authorities with a fait accompli,
which the city, it must be said, quickly
supported, there was far greater control
over all aspects of the immense opera-
tion to wipe out the Bijlmer in favour of a
more up-to-date city district. this time the
corporations also had control over the
influx and outflow of residents. More to
the point, this was not simply a condition
for the success of the operation, it was
the objective of the operation. In addition,
housing corporations are increasingly
taking over the responsibilities of public
housing. they build schools, they take
part in the development of neighbour-
hood shopping centres, they have more
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ects, their ideological energy, proved to
be their Achilles’ heel. But in all three
cases, the city itself was also the real vic-
tim in this immolation of urbanist utopias.
In the case of tehran we can only guess
how the Gruen plan would have ultimate-
ly turned out, if it had been absorbed step
by step over decades by Iranian urban
life, which could have manifested itself in
a variegated patchwork of dense and
open, green and urban, park-like and
commercial elements, in all sorts of ways.
In toulouse Le Mirail and the
Bijlmermeer, however, it was evident that
the so-called failures of the original con-
cept - because entirely different people
from those it was built for came to live
there, who then used the complex in an
entirely different way as well - had result-
ed in something that was far more lay-
ered, more complex, more organic and
more flexible than in their wildest dreams,
and also than what those in charge of
their restructuring now say they want to
create. And it is precisely this that is now
being implacably demolished.

the problem of the new social engineer-
ing we find in urban regeneration and
restructuring areas in Europe and in the
Netherlands in particular, is that it is so
unspoken and euphemistic, and yet so
powerful, paternalistic and unavoidable.
Because this new social engineering can
no longer be expressed in unilateral and
recognizable urban planning models, it is
now difficult to criticize. In this far-reach-
ing postmodern phase of the urban proj-
ect, in which social engineering is dis-
guised in a cloak of ‘unengineerability’,
and the absence of the urban design has
taken over the role of the urban design,
and private enterprises increasingly take
on public roles, the reality of the contem-

porary city is steadily being relegated to
the background.

If we reason from the very limited per-
spective of architecture and urbanism, it
is imperative that these disciplines no
longer be used as symbols, models or
icons of a particular societal system or
ideology. In most cases, after all, this will
only end up turning on the projects them-
selves after a couple of generations. But
most of all it means that architects are
confusing the shaping of new icons for
one political ideal or the other (‘Creative
City’, ‘Gem Area’, ‘Organic City’,
‘Sustainability’) with the actual realization
of a societal effect. If we defined social
engineering as ‘realizability’, architects
could then apply their inventiveness and
tenacity and idealism to the development
of instruments that, based on a very spe-
cific professionalism, can resolve particu-
lar problems and demonstrate new possi-
bilities that no one else could have come
up with. this would also mean that they
would not see society as ‘engineerable’,
in the sense of ‘constructable’, but would
accept that it is an unruly reality, far more
complex than anything socially engi-
neered could ever be. the role of archi-
tects could be to supply this unengineer-
able palimpsest with new elements,
impulses, lines and places, and thereby
make it even more complex, better and
richer.

But we must also resist the temptation to
immediately formulate an optimistic new
perspective. Perhaps the confusion that
so easily arises in the minds of architec-
ture students is the best the current
design world as a whole could achieve.
An openly acknowledged identity crisis,
precipitated by three or four decades of
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design statement that had to eclipse the
statement of the satellite city of the future,
or that derived its very power from its
rhetorical contrast with the unity of form
of the old Bijlmer.5

In the process, the Bijlmermeer is now
being covered in buildings without a mas-
ter plan, as a collage of sectional plans
drawn up by developers and corpora-
tions, resulting in a generic structure of
low-rise neighbourhoods, depressing
avenues of brick apartment buildings,
shopping centres, and on the other side
of the railroad tracks an office park
deserted at night and on the weekends. It
is precisely in the absence of urban
design intention, in the automatism of its
urban growth, in the banality and entropy
of its results, that we can recognize the
organic growth of the Bijlmer. this even
goes so far that one of the project man-
agers of the Bijlmer regeneration, Willem
Kwekkeboom, in an essay about it,
cheerfully relates how an architect was
commissioned to design buildings that
were supposed to effect the transition in
scale from the new low-rise structures
and the old high-rises, but that it was ulti-
mately decided to tear down the high-
rises, with as a result an unpredictable
and incomprehensible ensemble of medi-
um-rise tower blocks between two low-
rise developments. this, according to
Kwekkeboom, in fact shows how diverse
and adventuresome the organic growth
of a city can be. the dysfunction of the
most elementary urban planning control
is seen as evidence of how up-to-date the
project is.6

the sweeping and intricate social engi-
neering applied to the socioeconomic
structure of the Bijlmermeer has been

given a spatial counterform that is intend-
ed to express its very opposite: organic
growth and bottom-up transformation.
the absence of urban design camou-
flages the excessive presence of the cor-
porations in the development of this area;
the lack of spatial control is a smoke-
screen for the excess in socioeconomic
control. the intelligent thing about this
lies in the fact that it was clearly realized
that the discipline of urbanism was not
capable of presenting a convincing pic-
ture of organic growth, not even Ashok
Bhalotra, but that the elimination of urban
design control and the deliberate admis-
sion of generic, chaotic process do lead
to the desired result.

Achilles’ Heel

the examples from tehran, the
Bijlmermeer and even toulouse have in
common that the profound identification
of an urban planning project with a partic-
ular societal ideal or system ultimately
turned against the completed projects
themselves. this took place in the most
perverse way in tehran, by using the
political untouchability of the plan to allow
its cannibalization and to let the city
expand with the greatest possible speed.
With the Bijlmer and toulouse Le Mirail,
however, this took place in a much more
refined way. there, with an appeal to the
historical and cultural significance of the
original project, an architectonic scape-
goat for socioeconomic problems was
found, thereby providing an immediate
political spin to a radical intervention in
the areas themselves, instead of reveal-
ing it as a coup by the corporations them-
selves, an imaginary liberation from a
caricature of 1960s planning. In all three
cases, the greatest power of these proj-
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ever more rapid cycles of societal
embrace and rejection might perhaps
lead at last to a reconsideration of what
architecture and urbanism themselves
want of society. With this article, I hope to
have made a modest contribution to this.

Published before in Open, Cahier on art and
public domain, no. 15 on "Social Engineering.
Can society be engineered in the twenty first
century", published by NAi Publishers together
with SKOR.



Political Art Between Reform and

Revolution

by Mikkel Bolt

In the current situation where we, on the
one hand, find ourselves in the middle of
an accelerated attempt to direct globali-
sation movements (“the war on terror)
and, on the other hand, see how difficult
it is to combine artistic experiment with
political commentary, it can be relevant to
look back at the attempts made in earlier
times to use art as a tool for the themati-
sation of social inequality and as an
instrument for ongoing controversy in
public debate. By turning one’s attention
towards what has traditionally been char-
acterised as one of the ‘golden eras’ of
engaged art, namely the 1960’s, we
notice that the difficulties we are present-
ly facing with the cross-pollination of
artistic experiment and political commen-
tary, or artistically working with political
themes, were also applicable to this ear-
lier period. the following is a short pres-
entation of Situationist International (SI),
Artist Placement Group and Art Workers’
Coalition which, in the 1960’s, attempted
to intervene in the formulation of political
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problems and tried to distance them-
selves from the institutional structures of
art towards a broader cultural, or political,
practice.

the most radical position is taken up by
the small, exclusive, post-surrealistic
group Situationalist International, which
attempted to drop its connection to the art
world totally in order to engage in ultra-
leftist politics, the aim being to make pos-
sible, as well as participate in, the revolu-
tion. For SI, art, with its mythologising of
the individual, was an integrated compo-
nent of the alienating consumer society of
the 1960’s, and art therefore needed to
be negated and surpassed by revolution-
ary insurrection on the streets; art was to
be replaced by revolutionary interven-
tions in the societal communication sys-
tem. the struggle against the so-called
act society was supposed to manifest
itself in such a way as to go beyond art
and politics; those specialised activities,
traditionally separated in situationist jar-
gon, were to be surpassed in favour of a
total revolutionary conduct. 

Consequently, art intervened as a com-
ponent, a material in the situationist proj-
ect; but art was in no way an end in itself,
the situationists didn’t want to make art
works that could be sold and exhibited in
museums and galleries. the situationists
chose the maximalist position: all or noth-
ing, only the revolution is a solution. the
two other projects were not so overdriven
and, no matter how politicized they
became, never abandoned art. In New
York, 1969, a relatively large number of
artists, critics and others with a connec-
tion to the art world, gathered together in
a loosely organised anti-hierarchical
organisation which was given the name

Art Workers’ Coalition. this organisation
functioned as a catalyst for the aims of a
number of artists and critics who wanted
to engage in the explosive political move-
ments which characterised the end of the
1960’s: the cold war, the war in Vietnam
and the mobilisation of blacks, feminists
and students, and their critique of the
imperialistic, racist and sexist state power
politics inherent in the uSA and through-
out the world. the artists and critics want-
ed to engage in these conflicts, though,
without having to relinquish the relative
autonomy of the artist. thus, for those
artists involved there was often no direct
and manifest link between their political
engagement as citizens and their art. the
principal stumbling block for the AWC
was the art galleries in New York and par-
ticularly MOMA which was criticised for
conducting a dated, sexist and, in the
final instance, imperialistic exhibition pol-
icy. the group expressed its dissatisfac-
tion through a string of actions and meet-
ings, but disbanded relatively quickly,
after existing only a couple of years.

the English collective Artist Placement
Group was, from 1965, concerned with
investigating the social potential of art
through the placement of artists in public
institutions and companies. the place-
ment of artists was meant to introduce a
different time perspective than the one
which traditionally characterises public
institutions and companies, making the
creativity, which art is equipped with in
the modern world, accessible outside of
the art institution and, in this way, pre-
senting an alternative way of organising
society. According to APG, art was a cre-
ative resource that could be used in other
parts of social life, rather than just the
narrow, art-related areas. therefore, art

[99]



[101]

their own way,  for non-exclusive collec-
tive subjectivity, or exposed the repress-
ing nature of those communities already
established by the nation state, that only
function under the premise of excluding
that which is foreign. In this way the exhi-
bition project “Solidarity unlimited” suc-
ceeded in addressing the question of
community and relations in a globalised
world and pointed out the necessity of
constructing a ‘non-state’ public domain
which is not characterised by racism and
greed, and where difference is not a
threat towards an already established
communal solidarity.  
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shouldn’t merely be contextualised in
connection with everyday life, but should
be directly introduced in the production
process. Art now became a concrete, but
unspecified, co-operation between a per-
son with creative talents and workers or
employees at a company or in an institu-
tion. In their own way, each of these three
groups are an example of how artists in
the 1960’s attempted to move away from
the representation of political issues to a
direct intervention in political debates and
conflicts; a direct engagement in the pro-
duction forces and the way they are
organised. 

In their own way, each of the three groups
were an ambiguous reworking of the
avant garde requirement for an advanced
political (anti)art - the situationists radi-
calised the earlier avant garde critique of
art alienation and strove for absorption
into the revolutionary movements; APG’s
project took both the form of a co-opera-
tion with business life and a gamble on
the realisation of the great utopian vision
far out in the future; whilst many AWC
members were split between a scepti-
cism of social utopianism, there was a
steady constituent part of the historical
avant garde, and a desire to use the new
social movements as audiences for their
art. Regardless of whether we get closer
to the question of art and politics, the
avant-garde’s afterlife, as historians or as
participants, it is necessary for us to
analyse the status of this question today.
the interventionist art of the 1960’s con-
stitutes a privileged object for such a
study, where the accelerated political
development of the time made it both
necessary and difficult to attempt to com-
bine art and politics. the avant-garde
project is almost certainly more distant

today than it was in the 1960’s, where it
was already about to fade over the hori-
zon, but it still plagues experimental art
and forces it to ask itself whether it is pos-
sible to arrange the sensuous in another
way. there is an interest in such a ques-
tion which seems to characterise art-
activist projects such as Yomango, Wu
Ming and Stopub, who all understand the
circulation of images, words and symbols
as a struggle for the creation and distribu-
tion of the sensuous. they therefore
attempt to act critically against the
endeavours to control the machinery of
expression and attempt to reject those
representations which transform human
consciousness into a meta-market and
which drown the human by flooding it with
predicates: consumer, soldier, Dane, vic-
tim or hero.   

“Solidarity unlimited” made a contribution
to the discussion of the connection
between art, politics and community. At a
time where Danish public opinion is
marked by a foreign-aggressive rhetoric,
escalating obsession with work, and a
totally uncritical acceptance of re-coloni-
sation of the Middle East, it is absolutely
necessary to attempt to establish humor-
ous and critical forms of opposition.
these can be both edifying, as with
Rømer, Markman and Dyrehauge’s
mobile benches, for example, which
make it possible to use the city space in
a different way, and critical, as with Lan-
thao Lam and Lana Lin’s staging of the
nation state’s biopolitical registration of
immigrants. Simultaneously, the reduc-
tion of our common destiny by the capital-
ist communication machines should not
be left unopposed. the various actions,
which happened as part of “Solidarity
unlimited”, each produced models, in
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What Is Socialist Medicine?

One of the most debated subjects among
progressive forces in the health fields is
the meaning of socialist medicine. What
is socialist medicine? to answer this
question we must understand first what is
meant by medicine and second what is
meant by socialism.

First, let us answer the question: what is
medicine and what does medicine do for
people? Here we find within the left a
great variety of interpretations, but two
deserve special attention. One interpreta-
tion, widely held among radicals in the
united States and abroad during the
1960s and 1970s, saw medicine primari-
ly as an agency of control. Both medical
institutions and medical practice and
knowledge were perceived as racist, sex-
ist, ineffective, and harmful, something to
be opposed rather than supported. Part
of this institutional oppression was attrib-
uted to the creation of dependency which
undermined the self-reliance needed for
the realization of people's health. In this
view, strategies for improving health
included withdrawal from the current sys-
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the need of an area or population group,
the lower the level of services available.

the orthodox socialist view sees the
state as teh key instrument to assure the
better allocation of medical resources.
thus a third political consequence of the
socialist understanding of medicine is the
belief that socialist medicine is statist
medicine. Consequently, the struggle for
larger government intervention in the
financing, administration, and control of
health services is part and parcel of the
strategy for establishing socialist medi-
cine. Public sector medicine is seen as
socialist medicine, while private medicine
is perceived as capitalist medicine.

this vision of socialist medicine as statist
medicine has been criticized from its
beginnings. Already during the Bolshevik
Revolution, several currents questioned
the position held by the leadership of the
Bolshevik Party, including Lenin, who
saw existing medicine and science as
intrinsically positive tools with social use-
fulness that could be optimized under the
control of the working class. My critiques
of Soviet medicine in the uSSR and of
the National Health Service in Great
Britain were aimed at questioning the
view, hegemonic within the Social
Democratic and Leninist traditions, that
statist and socialist medicine are synony-
mous. In other words, the British National
Health Service is not a socialist island
within a capitalist state.

Before explaining why statist medicine is
not intrinsically socialist medicine, let me
reply to the current anti-statist position
reproduced not only by the right but by
large sectors of the eft. Having paid my
dues as a critic of the specific reading of

statist medicine as socialist medicine I
want to object to this current anti-statist
position, which is widespread on both
sides of the Atlantic. the first point that
needs to be made is that historical and
current evidence show that societies with
state socialism and state medicine do
better (in terms of health indicators and
distribution of health services) than soci-
eties without. Just to focus on Latin
America, Cuba has better health and
medical coverage of the population, bet-
ter priorities within the health services,
and better health indicators than any
other country in Latin America. In Asia the
case is equally clear. In 1960, state
socialist People's China and capitalist
India had similar infant mortality rates-
180 infants died during their first year per
1,000 live births. By 1983, People's
China's infant mortality had fallen to 39,
while capitalist India still had an infant
mortality rate of 110. Millions of infant
lives would have been saved if India had
state socialism and state medicine.

Even among capitalist countries, those
with health services financed, adminis-
tered, and controlled by government
have more efficient, effective,humane,
and popular health services than those
countries where services are privately
controlled. the British National Health
Service, for example, provides compre-
hensive medical coverage to the whole
pupulation for expenditures that repre-
sents 5.7 percent of the GNP; and 87 per-
cent of the British population are pleased
with their health care. In contrast, in the
united States, though health expendi-
tures represent 10.6 percent of the GNP,
still 15.5 percent of the population does
not have any form of medical coverage
(private or public) and the average per-
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tems of medical care, and the develop-
ment of alternatives to the institutions of
medicine, such as self-help groups,
organic food coops, and the like. In the
words of Ivan Illich, one of the best known
theoreticians of this tradition, "less
access to the present health system
would, contrary to political rhetoric, bene-
fit the poor." Illich considered the estab-
lishment of the british National Health
Service (often referred to as the jewel in
the crown of the British Welfare State) as
a regressive step.

this radical tradition, rooted more in
Bakunin than in Marx, has recently lost its
political currency within the left, following
its appropriation by the right. Reagan's
ideological arguments sound remarkably
similar to the positions defended by many
radicals in the 1960s and 1970s. If medi-
cine and the state are primarily agencies
of control and dependency, it makes
sense to try to cut government medical
and social expenditures and government
interventions. the radical position as
summarized in the quotation from Illich
has indeed become the blueprint for
Reagan's social and health policies.

An opposite interpretation of medicine,
dominant within the socialist labor move-
ment (in both its Social Democratic and
Communist branches), sees the practice
and institutions of medicine as intrinsical-
ly positive and worth fighting for.
Medicine is perceived as a branch of sci-
ence and technology, and as such it is
seen as part of the forces of production,
the development of which is defined as
progress. Such development, acording to
this view, will require a change in the rela-
tions of production (from capitalism to
socialism) that will allow for a full flourish-

ing of the forces of production, incuding
science and medicine. In this iterpreta-
tion, socialism is required as a condition
for the full development of the capabilities
of medicine.

this understanding of medicine has sev-
eral political implications. One is that it is
in the objective interest of scientists and
medical professionals (the carriers of sci-
ence) to ally themselves with the working
class and other popular forces in order to
better fulfill their social mission, or as
Julian tudor Hart, a main spokesman for
this position recently indicated, "to better
realize the truly high tradition of medical
science."

A second political consequence of this
understanding of medicine is that social-
ist medicine is defined as a more equi-
tably distributed medicine, i.e., a medi-
cine allocated according to need rather
than ability to pay. Consequently, the
socialist struggle focuses on problems of
distribution of resources both within and
outside medicine. An example of the first
(struggles within medicine) is the struggle
to change the concentration of medicine
away from hospital, curative, personal,
somatic-psychological, and clinical medi-
cine toward community, preventive, envi-
ron-mental, occupational, and social
interventions. the struggle to change cur-
rent priorities within medicine occupies a
central place in this view.

Struggles outside medicine, concern, for
example, the distribution of medical
resources among classes, races, gen-
ders, and regions. this struggle aims at
allocating resources to populations in
need, reversing the current pattern of
resource allocation in which the greater
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global function of capital is the one that
shapes the needed function. the coordi-
nation of the workers and the work
process takes place in a way that assures
the reproduction of the controlling func-
tion. thus, the controlling function deter-
mines how the coordination occurs.

Similarly, medicine (its knowledge, prac-
tice, and institutions) has a dual function.
One, necessary under any type of socie-
ty, is to contribute to the maintenance of
health and the cure of disease. But the
way in which this function is carried out is
determined by the need for medicine to
reproduce the class (and other) dominant
power relations in society. these rela-
tions determine not only the boundaries
within which medicine develops (e.g.,
whether medicine can or cannot respond
to people's needs), but, equally impor-
tant, the reproduction of class (and other)
power relations in the knowledge, prac-
tice, and institutions of medicine (e.g.,
how bourgeois power is reproduced in
medicine). this point bears repeating
because of the widely held position in the
united States that whatever happens in
medicine is primarily explained by the
behavior of the medical profession vis-a-
vis other power groups. this interpreta-
tion of medical change is wrong.

the bourgeoisie dominates medicine.
the medical profession is, symbolically
speaking, the administrator of medicine.
this is not to claim that medicine is a
mere transparency of bourgeois power,
but that however autonomous medical
knowledge, practice, and institutions may
appear, in the last analysis they are all
under the political dominance and ideo-
logical hegemony of the bourgeoisie.

two recent examples that illustrate this
point are the redefinition of homosexuali-
ty (from a psychiatric illness to a health-
neutral status) and the redefinition of
abortion (from a solely medicla interven-
tion to a social intervention as well). In
both cases, the medical profession (the
American Psychiatric Association and the
College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists, respectively) opposed
rather than led these changes, which
occurred because the gay and feminist
movements forced the dominant class to
grant these redefinitions.

How Bourgeois Ideology Appears in
Medicine

Bourgeois domination is woven into the
very fabric of capitalist medicine, not only
in its institutions and practices, but also in
medical knowledge. I am speaking here
not of the use of knowledge, but of the
production and essence of that knowl-
edge. Medicine is not a free-standing
force that is seized by the dominant class
and can be liberated by changing the dis-
tribution or organization of health servic-
es. Classes are in medicine from the
beginning.

Medical knowledge, like other sciences
under capitalism, has been dominated by
a positivist and mechanistic ideology that
typifies science created under the hege-
mony of the bourgeoisie. According to
positivism, science (including medical
science) must focus on specifics to build
up the general, looking at social phenom-
ena as natural phenomena subject to nat-
ural rules. Within that interpretation
causality is explained by the association
of immediately observable phenomena.
Positivism appears in medicine as the
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son pays 26 percent of all health expens-
es out-of-pocket. Not surprisingly, 70 per-
cent of the population is dissatisfied with
the system of financing and organizing
health services. A similar percentage
asks for such profound changes that the
influential National Journal warns that in
this day and age people are still asking
for socialism. In summary, capitalist med-
icine is not only inhuman but is also inef-
ficient. Himmelstein and Woolhandler
have convincingly shown that if the u.S.
had a national health program like that in
Canada (which offers comprehensive
and universal health coverage) we could
save $29 billion; while if we had a system
like that in the u.K. (in which government
also owns the facilities) we could have
$38 billion. In light of this extensive evi-
dence, the left should be less willing to
add its voice to the right-wing anti-statist
chorus.

Statist Medicine Is Not Necessarily
Socialist Medicine:

the Meaning of Dialectics

While the socialist statist strategy has
been better able to improve the health of
the population than the radical or the cap-
italist strategies, this statist strategy is
insufficient to enable the full realization of
health. this isufficiency derives from sev-
eral erroneous understandings of social-
ist medicine. One is the understanding
(which also appears, incidentally, in the
radical tradition) that sees medicine in an
instrumental way, i.e., as a set of instru-
ments that are agents either of control (as
the radicals believe) or of liberation (as
the socialists believe).

But medicine is not a tool or an instru-

ment whose function depends on the
user. It is a set of knowledges, practices,
and institutions that reproduce power
relations in society (including class, gen-
der, race, and nationality) of which class
is the dominant relation. the other wrong
assumption, which derives from the first,
is that medicine is either one thing (bad)
or the other (good) but not both. this
inera (either/or) way of thinking is hege-
monic within our everly empirical social
sciences in which the social unit of analy-
sis is always supposed to be either/or
(and quantifiable).

Reality Is Not Linear: It Is Dialectical

Medicine is both controlling and liberat-
ing. By this I do not mean that there are
branches of medicine (such as occupa-
tional medicine) that are liberating and
others (such as psychiatry) that are con-
trolling. In other words, the controlling
and dominating functions of medicine do
not relate to each other in conditions of
exteriority (i.e., one outside the other),
rather, one is inside the other. Let me
explain; and I will refer to Marx not out of
a talmudic vocation but because I believe
he put it more clearly than most. Marx
described two functions of the foreman:
one is to help coordinate the workers and
the work process, the other is to control
that process, including the workers.

the former function-the coordinating
function-is function-exists under capitalist
relations of exploitation and serves the
purpose of controlling the workers. It is
this function that Marx refers to as the
bourgeois or global controlling function of
capital. It does not need to exist under
relations of mutual collaboration or com-
munism. under capitalist relations, the
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medicine.

the class dominance of the institutions of
medicine is well documented. Contrary to
widely held belief, the main centers of
power in medical financing, administra-
tion, research and education, have not
been the medical professions but rather
sectors of the capitalist class. Although
this has always been the case, the situa-
tion appears even clearer today in the
united States with the active invasion of
corporate America into the institutions of
medicine. Medical professionals are
increasingly the employees of large cor-
porations, raising the issue, widely debat-
ed among Marxists and non-Marxists, of
the proletarianization of physicians, a
phenomenon predicted by Marx and
Engels in the Communist Manifesto when
they wrote that "the bourgeoisie [strips] of
its halo every occupation hitherto hon-
ored and looked up to with reverent awe.
It converts the physician, the lawyer, the
priest, the poet, the man of science, into
its paid wage labourer." this class domi-
nance appears in the institutions of med-
icine either directly, as is frequently the
case in the united States, or indirectly
(mediated through state intervention), as
is the case in Western Europe.

Class Struggle in Medicine

We need to clarify that what happens in
medicine is not simply the outcome of
what the beourgoisie wants. the bour-
geoisie is not the only force determining
medicine nor can it freely tailor medicine
to its requirements. to define medicine as
capitalist or bourgeois does not mean
that medicine is an instrument totally con-
trolled by the bourgeoisie, but rather that
it is determined by the class struggle, in

which the bourgeoisie is dominant. thus
the working class is always present in
medicine, and its struggle with the bour-
geoisie always appears in medicine.

thus there are two conceptions of medi-
cine that are in constant contradiction.
One conception, the dominant bourgeois
one, has the characteristics that I have
already defined. the other, the materialist
understanding of medicine, sees health
and disease not only, or even primarily,
as biological phenomena ruled by natural
laws but also as political, social, and eco-
nomic phenomena rooted in the social
relations of society, of which relations of
production are the key organizing ones.
to say this is not to say that under a col-
laborative rather than an exploitative
society there would be no disease, but
that the individual and collective phenom-
ena of disease would be understood and
responded to differently. Also, and as a
consequence of this materialist under-
standing of health and disease, the prac-
tice of medicine should be based on a dif-
ferent technical and social division of
labor in which health and medical inter-
ventions are undertaken in collaborative
rather than exploitative relations, with the
patient and the community playing an
active rather than passive role. under
such collaborative relations the produc-
tion of knowledge and the practice of
medicine become a collective phenome-
non, in which expertise is no longer the
basis for domination.

Needless to say, this alternative knowl-
edge and practice will not occur unless
the pattern of control over the health insti-
tutions changes, with the majority class
(the working class and popular masses
that constitute the bulk of the population)

[108]

definition of disease as a biological phe-
nomenon which occurs in the human
body divided into different parts (the
organs thus becoming the basis for med-
ical specialization-e.g., cardiology, neu-
rology, etc.). Disease is caused by one or
several factors-the micro agents-that are
always associated and observed in the
existence of that disease. the micro-
scope is the instrument to look at the
micro agent, the cause of the disease. In
looking at the micro level, the macro fac-
tors-the social, economic, and social
determinants of disease-are conveniently
put aside. thus, tuberculosis was and
continues to be defined as caused by the
bacillus of Koch, rather than by poverty.

Bourgeois medical ideology has met
opposition for more than a century. the
climate of revolt in Europe in the 1840s
spurred Rudolph Virchow, one of the
founders of public health, to explore the
origins of illness in the power relations of
society. In a famous study of the typhus
epidemic and famine of 1847-48 in upper
Silesia (an economically depressed
Prussian province) Virchow diagnosed
the social etiology of the disease, pre-
scribed redistribution of land, income,
and housing, and concluded: "Medicine is
a social science, and politics nothing but
medicine on a grand scale."

Virchow was influenced by Engels,
whose Condition of the Working Class in
England was the first Marxist analysis of
health and medicine. Engels analyzed
the etiology and epidemiology of typhoid,
tB, scrofula, and rickets, situating health
in the context of the living conditions of
the working class, and relating disease to
the social relations of production and the
class structure determined by those rela-

tions. Since the problem resided in the
material conditions of capitalism, real
solutions required transcending capital-
ism.

Needless to say the dominant classes
both in Engels' and Virchow's time, and
now, view these social (Virchow) and
materialist (Engels) understandings of
health as a threat. Medical research and
ideology is directed in other, safer direc-
tions. As a result the billions of dollars
devoted to research has resulted in a
detailed understanding of the functioning
of microbes and organ systems, while we
have developed little precise knowledge
of the social mechanisms of health and
disease. today even Marxist physicians
faced with a tuberculous patient have a
meager storehouse of social knowledge
but a vast armamentarium of anti-micro-
bial drugs.

Bourgeois Dominance in the Practice and
the Institutions of Medicine

Like bourgeois medical ideology, the
power relations within the work process
in medicine were also established in the
nineteenth century. the relationship
between the doctor, the nurse, the auxil-
iaries, and the patient reproduced the
hierarchical relations of the bourgeois
Victorian family, well defined by Florence
Nightingale, the founder of nursing. the
nurse was, symbolically speaking, the
wife and helpmate of the doctor, the car-
ing mother of the patient (the child), and
the mistress of the house, assisting the
master in the management of auxiliaries.
this relationship remained unchanged
until recently when the feminist move-
ment began to question the patriarchial
relations within the family and within
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medicine, in which democratic medicine
may be defeated.

Fourth, socialist medicine is statist medi-
cine in which the state and the institutions
of medicine are controlled by the majority
(the working class and popular forces). In
other words, while socialist medicine is
statist, not all statist medicine is socialist
medicine. It depends on which class has
dominant control over the state and over
the institutions, the practice, and the
knowledge in medicine.

the transition from Capitalism to
Socialism under Capitalism

the process of democratization of medi-
cine can begin to take place under capi-
talism. For example, the workers' strug-
gles in Italy, Sweden, and the united
States have had an important impact in
redefining the knowledge in occupational
medicine, broadening the understanding
of the relationship between work and
health. Also, the social movements, and
very much in particular the black and the
feminist movements, have had an enor-
mous impact in this country on redefining
the practice of medicine. Similarly the
struggle for democratic control of the
health institutions in many parts of the
Western world are splendid struggles to
redefine social relations within the out-
side medicine.

In this struggle for democracy there are
two points that merit attention. First is the
importance of following class practices
rather than interest-group practices. the
second point is that a revolutionary proj-
ect is not necessarily one realized by a
consciously revolutionary class but,
rather, by nonrevolutionary forces that

push for the resolution of their demands,
even at the cost of breaking and trans-
forming the present order. Revolutions
have been made when various forces
with different immediate reformist
demands-peace, bread, land, end of
repression, social security and national
health programs; etc.-have come togeth-
er to face a divided and weakened bour-
geoisie. the continuous demands for
these reforms within an order incapable
of satisfying them has led to the revolu-
tionary transformation of the order itself.
It is the task of the organized socialist
forces to stimulate and support these dis-
parate popular forces and to forge the
linkage and unity that will make the proj-
ect of transformation possible. the
increased inability of the current capitalist
order to resolve and respond to the
increasing demands of the working class
and popular forces makes this transfor-
mation historically possible in many parts
of the world today.

What Is Socialist Medicine?. Contributors:
Vicente Navarro - author. Magazine Title:
Monthly Review. Volume: 38. Publication
Date: July-August 1986. Page Number: 61+.
COPYRIGHT 1986 Monthly Review
Foundation, Inc.; COPYRIGHT 2004 Gale

Group.
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becoming the dominant forces in those
institutions. the question of how to real-
ize this transformation from elitist to dem-
ocratic medicine leads to the discussion
of socialism and socialist medicine.

Socialist Medicine as Democratic
Medicine

In the same way that medicine is dialecti-
cal, so also is socialism. Socialism is not
a mode of production but a social forma-
tion or society in transition from the capi-
talist mode of production tot he commu-
nist mode of production, including ele-
ments of both. Communist or collabora-
tive relations of production cannot be
born within the womb of capitalism. For
the transition from capitalism to commu-
nism, the working class must attain state
power and change the relations and
forces of production toward a collabora-
tive mode of production. In that transition,
the political relations in the state are the
first relations to be established, but the
full transition to this new social formation
may take centuries, as did that from feu-
dalism. the direction of that transition in
the socialist social formation depends pri-
marily on the class struggle within the
social formation. the key criterion for
defining a social formation as socialist is
the control by the working class and its
allied forces of the state in the new social
formation.

this understanding of socialism and
communism eads to the conception of
capitalist medicine as medicine deter-
mined by capitalist relations of exploita-
tion, while communist or democratic
medicine is medicine established under
conditions of reciprocal collaboration.
unless the pattern of class controls over

the state changes (from minority to
majority control), there will be no possibil-
ity of full democratization of medicine. to
say this does not deny the possibility of
adding elements of democratization with-
in bourgeois medicine. But this process
of democratization will be in continuous
conflict with the overall 
capitalist dominance within bourgeois 
medicine.

Here let me add several other points.
First, in the same way that there are,
under socialism, two modes of produc-
tion, capitalist and communist, there are
two forms of medicine under socialism:
one that reproduces the bourgeois knowl-
edge, practice, and institutions of medi-
cine and the other that reproduces the
democratic forms. these two forms will
be in continuous conflict and contradic-
tion within the institutions of socialist
medicine. It is important to stress this in
view of the continuous "disapppointment"
of many radicals when they discover
bourgeois forms fo medicine in existing
socialist societies. the existence of these
forces is inevitable; they will exist for gen-
erations. It is impossible to establish full
and developed democratic medicine on
the day or even the generation after the
revolution.

Second, the change from bourgeois to
democratic medicine is not a predeter-
mined transition that emerges sponta-
neously with the growth of the forces of
production outside and within medicine.
this change occurs in response to a polit-
ical intervention at the democratization
process.

third, there is a continuous process of
struggle between these two forms of
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debated the strategic issues raised by
health inequalities affecting women due
to unfair gender relations. During two
days case stories from different regions
of the country were presented. these
covered awide thematic range: crosscul-
tural work, health care quality, sexual and
reproductive rights, occupational health,
and psychosocial health, among other
topics.

Due to the critical nature of the seminar,
the participants and organizers, mindful
of the current political context, gave prior-
ity to a public debate concerning the April
18 Constitutional Court ruling. Based on
a plea presented by 36 Congressmen
against the Regulation concerning the
Control of Fertility, the Constitutional
Court specifically prohibited the distribu-
tion to minors of contraceptives contain-
ing levongestrel; IuDs; emergency con-
traception; counseling; and contraceptive
advice without the explicit consent of the
parents. Athough the only practical
impact of this ruling is to prohibit the dis-
tribution of emergency contraception
through the public health system, the
denial of the fundamental right to prevent
unwanted pregnancies and avoid clan-
destine abortions will have a chilling
impact on Chilean society. this ruling
turns the clock back 50 years to a time
when Chilean women could not count on
a social protection system that would
allow them to exercise the most basic
rights over their bodies. this was a time
when Chilean families did not have
access to effective contraception in order
to limit their families' size. Chileans were
limited in their ability to exercise a
responsible paternity and be sexually
active without risking an unwanted preg-
nancy.

We take this ruling seriously. It is devas-
tating. It is incomprehensible in the con-
text of the 21st century. How can one
explain that the society as a whole-and
especially the country’s poorest women-
will be forced to take unnecessary risks
simply because a minority with access to
formal institutional power forces the rest
of us to live our family and sexual lives
according to moral principles that are not
necessarily our own? How can one
explain that we are willing to see a rise in
maternal mortality because of illegal
abortions, an increased in unwanted
pregnancies, and more adolescent preg-
nancies? How can we accept that years
of serious and difficult progress in public
health will now be in jeopardy? the
organizers of this event expressed their
public disapproval through a declaration
which expresses faithfully those princi-
ples that animate us as defenders of
social medicine:

LEttER FROM ALMENDRAL
VALPARAISO, CHILE

APRIL 26tH, 2008

In "El Almendral" Valparaiso, we have
gathered for the third Social Medicine
Seminar "towards Gender Equity in
Health." this is an important gathering of
men and women from social institutions
and organizations committed to social
health. today, having concluded our
analysis and debates, we declare that:
We continue to witness the permanent
violation of our sexual and reproductive
rights, a situation that has been aggravat-
ed by the recent ruling of the
Constitutional Court. this decision calls
into question the national Regulation con-
cerning the Control of Fertility and
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the third Social Medicine Seminar
“towards Gender Equity in Health”, held
in Valparaiso, Chile (April 25 - 26, 2008)
examined unjust gender-based health
inequalities which are both tolerated and
perpetuated by society. this topic
remains a key concern of sociale medi-
cine.

In Valparaiso, the seminar provided an
opportunity to examine health practices
and their impact on gender inequalities,
one of the key social inequalities in our
culture. the seminar was the work of
academics from the university of
Valparaiso in cooperation with civil socie-
ty organizations: Health & Gender Equity
Watch, the Women's Health Network of
Latin America and the Caribbean, and the
Latin American Association of Social
Medicine (ALAMES). It focused on shar-
ing experiences in health work from a
social, gender and communal perspec-
tive. Participants also analyzed and

Defending the right to sexual and 

reproductive choice in Chile

by Mario Parada Lezcano & Paula Santana Nazarit
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attempts to prohibit the distribution of
emergency contraceptives within the
public health system. We note that the
Law Establishing Sexual Rights, present-
ed to Parliament in 2000, has not yet
been discussed by the Congress and,
given this recent court decision, a discus-
sion of the new Law seems all the more
remote. this negligence leaves individu-
als and couples without any guarantee
that they can make free and informed
decisions regarding their reproductive
life; moreover it leaves people vulnerable
to discrimination, coercion or violation for
decisions they make regarding their sex-
ual life. Finally, it leads us further away
from gender equity, which can only be
accomplished when the distribution of
benefits and responsibilities amongst
men and women is done with justice and
impartiality.

We want to bring light to the existence of
institutional forms of violence against
women, expressed in direct and indirect
ways. Examples are the persistence of
social programs insensitive to gender
issues, the medicalization of health in
general and particularly in relationship to
reproduction.

We denounce:
the invisibility of the unequal conditions
to which women are subjected, their dis-
crimination and violence in all aspects of
life; domestic, professional, civic. the
lack of effective participation in health-
care decision making in political and insti-
tutional spaces and the opportunistic use
of social organizations. that the ruling is
discriminatory and violates human rights.
It leaves the majority of Chilean women
and families -those with less economic
resources and who rely on the public

health systemwithout options for avoiding
an unwanted pregnancy. that the
Chilean state does not yet assume the
responsibility of sexual education as pub-
lic policy. that it prohibits abortions under
any circumstance and does not act up in
face of adolescent pregnancies which
harm the life prospects of thousands of
girls and young women.

We demand:
A constitutional assembly so that the peo-
ple, the majorities of our country, have
their rights guaranteed constitutionally;
this includes all human rights and espe-
cially sexual and reproductive rights.

We commit:
to continue striving and pressuring the
authorities so that our rights do not con-
tinue to be violated, so that the necessary
complaints are presented in the compe-
tent International Courts so that the
organized civil society mobilizes and
gains the necessary space to make itself
heard and taken into account.
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Mettrie in particular. Because the materi-
alists were singled out by Marx, they
have been held accountable in this centu-
ry for the practices of communist
regimes. As historians have sought the
roots of the ills of the twentieth century,
especially the rise of totalitarian govern-
ments and the Holocaust, the
Enlightenment, with its sometimes mod-
ern-sounding texts and unfettered attacks
on tradition has seemed a good place to
locate the beginnings of the modern
world: for the good, as in Peter Gay's
interpretation, or for ill, as in J. L.
talmon's work. But La Mettrie's moral
philosophy, with its hedonism and its
overt challenge to traditional moral sys-
tems, has been singled out by historians
as responsible for the development of
nihilism and its attendant political ills. It is
difficult to extricate La Mettrie's moral phi-
losophy from these polemical and ideo-
logical analyses.

the reading of the Discours préliminaire
is further complicated by the convention-
al understanding of La Mettrie's philoso-
phy in general and in particular by the
remarks made by the philosophes to dis-
tance themselves from the too-radical La
Mettrie after his death in 1751. the con-
ventional reading of the Discours prélimi-
naire assumes that La Mettrie intended to
conciliate political and religious authori-
ties by arguing that philosophy could not
undermine the religious or social order
and that his specific purpose in writing
the treatise was to persuade the French
authorities to allow his return to France
or, at the very least, to ensure the contin-
ued protection of Frederick the Great.
this interpretation is often used to deny
La Mettrie the status of philosophe. If La
Mettrie was sincere in taking this position,
then he is taken to be an anti-philosophe.

But if expediency motivated him, that is, if
he wrote this treatise merely to influence
friends in high places, then it is claimed
that he was too craven to be a
philosophe. ultimately this latter interpre-
tation reads La Mettrie out of the camp of
the eighteenth-century philosophes, and
because of his apparent appeal to the
established authorities he is considered
to more accurately mirror the intellectual
attitudes of the seventeenth-century lib-
ertin tradition. 

there is some circumstantial evidence
for this. La Mettrie might well have con-
sidered caution a wise course in 1750.
the publication of Le Discours sur le bon-
beur had already provoked Frederick's
disapproval. A desire to appease him
might well have led La Mettrie to write the
final passage of the Discours prélimi-
naire, which upheld Frederick as a model
of the way rulers should treat
philosophes, that is, offering them shelter
and encouraging the free expression of
ideas. Scholars have accordingly
assumed that the opposition of the
philosophes to this work was provoked by
the reactionary political position it articu-
lated. La Mettrie's argument that philoso-
phy has no influence is also taken to con-
sign him to the ranks of armchair thinkers
of the seventeenth century rather than
the philosophes engagés of the eigh-
teenth.

However, there are several serious prob-
lems with this interpretation. First, to deny
La Mettrie any connection to the
philosophes on this basis fails to note that
many of his arguments were those used
by the philosophes themselves. Second,
La Mettrie's argument that philosophy
could not undermine religion or society
was not nearly conservative enough to

[116]

"I propose to prove that Philosophy, com-
pletely contrary as it is to Morality and
Religion, cannot destroy these two bonds
of society, as one commonly believes, but
can only tighten and fortify them more
and more."
La Mettrie, Discours préliminaire

the intriguing paradox posed by this quo-
tation, loaded as it is with implications for
the nature of religion, morality, politics,
and the role of the philosophe, is the fun-
damental thesis of La Mettrie's last philo-
sophical work, Le Discours priliminaire.
Written in 1750 as introduction to an edi-
tion of his philosophical works, it was also
intended to define his philosophy and
defend it from the charges of critics that it
was pernicious. thus one might assume
that this work would resolve crucial ques-
tions of interpretation in La Mettrie's phi-
losophy, especially the fundamental issue
of his relationship to the philosophes.
However, one is foiled not only by the
complexity and confusion typical of much
of La Mettrie's work but also by the funda-
mental paradox he suggested.

One problem that comes to the fore in
reading this text is the way in which twen-
tieth-century historiography has dealt
with the materialists in general and La

From Philosopher to Philosophe The Role

of the Médecin-Philosophe

by Kathleen Wellman
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of reason, a definition of philosophy and
its role that would have appealed to the
philosophes. Philosophy, like "la vraie
médecine," was completely grounded in
natural phenomena. He also defined phi-
losophy as inherently good and utilitarian.
"What a frightful light would be that of phi-
losophy if it only enlightened those who
are such a small number by the destruc-
tion and ruin of the others who compose
the entire universe." Both these defini-
tions seem to embody the philosophes'
sense of themselves as carrying out a
scientific method for the public good.

La Mettrie warned of the danger to socie-
ty that the suppression of philosophy
would entail: all of science would be with-
out practical use. the "flambeau de
physique" would be extinguished, and
collections of "curieuses observations"
would be rendered completely insignifi-
cant if philosophy were prevented from
examining them with the light of reason.
Such a proscription would also prohibit all
discussion of human nature. "Can't one
even try to guess and explain the enigma
of man?" he asked. Furthermore, to sup-
press philosophy was to deny entirely the
importance of reason. Although he him-
self questioned the notion of grounding
moral systems on the premise that all
men were reasonable or sought happi-
ness through reason, La Mettrie did not
disparage reason. In this treatise he, like
many of the philosophes, made it the
hope for man and society. the suppres-
sion of philosophy then was tantamount
to a declaration that reason was a super-
fluous human appendage. the effect of
such a suppression on society La Mettrie
described in harsh terms. "to sustain this
system is to wish to break and degrade
humanity; to believe that truth is better
left eternally entombed in the breast of

nature than to be one day brought to light
is to favor superstition and barbarism." 
La Mettrie has radically reappraised and
redefined his notion of philosophy from
his early medical works, where he saw
the intervention of philosophical disputes
into medicine as introducing irrelevant
metaphysical concerns that served no
practical purpose and fostered senseless
factionalism. Indeed, the preceding pas-
sage points to philosophy as a benefit to
humanity and as a weapon against
superstition and barbarism, clear points
of affinity with the development of the
philosophical movement. this reap-
praisal seems to involve less a change of
heart than the application to the concerns
of the philosophes of his own redefinition
of philosophy, which had been produced
by his concern with medical issues. the
medical controversies of the 1730s con-
vinced him of the vanity of medical
authorities and the importance of empiri-
cism as an essential corrective to medical
system-making. His own medical works
impressed upon him the necessity of
introducing reason into medical opinion
and systems. His satires and his medical
experience led him to describe an ideal
medical practitioner, the médecin-
philosophe, a man of learning, but even
more important, a man of wide-ranging
experience who sees medicine as the
means to ameliorate some of the ills of
mankind rather than to advance his social
status. In fact, the physician had to be a
philosophe, a model of probity and a
practitioner of reason.

In his earlier philosophical works, La
Mettrie indicated the results that could be
attained by the work of such a
philosophe. He himself had cleared the
philosophical ground of metaphysical
impediments to allow the unfettered
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garner support from eighteenth-century
civil or religious authorities. third, to
claim that the Discours préliminaire offers
support for despotism or is a plea to civil
authority mistakes a bit of self-protecting
rhetoric attached to this work, almost as
an afterthought, for its substance. Fourth
and most important, this argument com-
pletely disregards the second half of the
treatise, which is essentially a panegyric
to the philosophe.

to resolve these problems, it is neces-
sary at the outset to acknowledge the
seriousness of La Mettrie's purpose,
which militates against any argument that
either part of the work is disingenuous
and compels one to accept it as the
whole La Mettrie evidently considered it
to be. He wrote this treatise to justify his
entire philosophical effort. Forthright and
earnest in style, the entire treatise aims to
be persuasive, and therefore it is also
necessary to look to the response La
Mettrie expected from his readers. He
acknowledged that the work presented a
paradox. But with a confidence in his
readers that the reception seems to belie,
he claimed that though his paradox
appears difficult "at first glance, I do not
believe, however, after all that has been
said here, that profound reflections will be
necessary to resolve it." Perhaps La
Mettrie's confidence in his readers ought
to raise the question of just whom he was
addressing and why he used the para-
dox.

By what audience might both parts of La
Mettrie's paradox have been well
received? to whom might La Mettrie
have wanted to make his philosophy bet-
ter known and acceptable? With what
group might he have wanted to identify in
1750? the obvious answer, and one that

might make it possible to reconcile both
parts of La Mettrie's treatise, is the
philosophes. the reading of La Mettrie's
treatise that I would like to develop here
contends that in the first part of his trea-
tise La Mettrie attempted to overcome the
opposition of the philosophes to his more
radical philosophy by using the argu-
ments they frequently made to vindicate
theirs, in particular, the argument that phi-
losophy could not affect the masses. In
the second part of the treatise, La Mettrie
identified himself completely with the
philosophic movement; as if, once he had
persuaded the philosophes that his radi-
cal materialism, like their own works,
could not affect the masses who might
misconstrue them, he could freely pro-
claim himself a philosophe in exile. He
thus addressed en philosophie issues of
critical importance to the developing
mouvement philosophique, such as the
place of the philosophe in society, the
most effective means for bringing about
Enlightenment, and whether a program
for Enlightenment was more effectively
directed to the elites or the masses. As a
philosophe he maintained that philosophy
was the means to reform every art by
scrutinizing it in light of reason. the
philosophe was, in the terms of his mate-
rialist physiology, constitutionally predis-
posed to the exercise of reason and also
a model of probity. the philosophe should
therefore have the authority to reform
institutions so that they might be more
reasonable. As a philosophe in exile, La
Mettrie thus defined his task as the
encouragement of his beleaguered broth-
ers in France.

At the very outset of the first part of his
argument, La Mettrie proclaimed the crit-
ical importance of philosophy as the sci-
entific quest for truth and the application
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gians, "la fruit arbitraire de la politique."
these beliefs were perpetuated as the
"received ideas" or prejudices passed
from one generation to another. thus
they were completely relative and in no
way relevant to the philosophical quest
for truth in nature and through reason.
that does not mean that because all
political systems are divorced from truth
the existing systems are thereby sanc-
tioned, as thomson suggests. While
philosophes will not, according to La
Mettrie, look to political systems for truth,
neither will they allow to go unchallenged
any claims made by political or religious
authorities to represent the truth.
Specifically, philosophy as reason
applied to nature will expose the ground-
less bases of theological dogma and
challenge the claims to truth of the the-
ologians and moral theorists. So when La
Mettrie argued that philosophy posed no
threat to religion, it was because the two
addressed different concerns (philosophy
truth and theology myth), not because he
endorsed the status quo and certainly not
because he repudiated his fundamental
materialist position. It seems inconceiv-
able that any religious authority would
have been deceived by this argument. In
fact the response to this treatise was out-
raged and vociferous, and it was by no
means placated by La Mettrie's protesta-
tions of innocence. the Faculty of
theology cited La Mettrie's Discours
préliminaire in its condemnation of
Helvétius's De l'Esprit, and the argument
of the Discours préliminaire was explicitly
cited in Pope Clement VII's decree of
1770 condemning La Mettrie. the
adamant declaration of materialism which
runs through this treatise precludes any
possibility that La Mettrie intended to be
conciliatory.

But the philosophes would have recog-
nized that La Mettrie was making overt
some of their veiled anti-religious argu-
ments. In fact, because La Mettrie fre-
quently cites Voltaire's Lettres
philosophiques, it is possible that he took
Voltaire's claim in his letter on Locke as a
model. As Voltaire put it, "we should
never fear that any philosophical opinion
could harm the religion of a country. Let
our Mysteries be contrary to our demon-
strations, they are no less revered for it
by Christian philosophers, who know that
matters of reason and matters of faith are
different in nature." the philosophes,
however, concentrated their attack on the
power of the church and some of the
superstitions they saw as obstacles to
Enlightenment. they were not as deter-
mined as La Mettrie to attack the notion
of the soul as an impediment to under-
standing human nature, nor were they as
inclined to challenge the moral authority
of the church. Voltaire in particular want-
ed to preserve some of the traditional
moral beliefs of the Catholic church in
order to control the masses, claiming, for
example, that "the common good of
mankind requires that we believe the soul
immortal; faith commands it; nothing is
more necessary and the question is set-
tled." 

La Mettrie also went further than virtually
any other philosophe, claiming that moral
values belonged to the category of arbi-
trary myths promulgated by theologians,
which had only mistakenly come to be
considered a part of philosophy. One of
the principal aims of the Discours prélim-
inaire was to establish this point so that
"all the efforts one has made to reconcile
philosophy with morality and theology will
appear frivolous and impotent." (the
philosophes were similarly intent on sep-
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investigation of nature. Without those
impediments, man could be placed within
nature and the implications for human
society understood as part of nature
could be freely explored. thus, La
Mettrie's definition of the "philosophe en
médecine" is far removed from his earlier
assessment of the value of philosophy;
his notion of the philosopher has evolved
into a repudiation of the seventeenth-
century metaphysician and an apprecia-
tion of the new philosophy of the eigh-
teenth-century philosophe. this new phi-
losophy, instead of applying the arid
"esprit de système" of the seventeenth-
century metaphysician to arcane issues,
uses reason in an "esprit systèmatique"
to work for the amelioration of the human
condition. this new definition of philoso-
phy, based on reason and science and
directed towards utilitarian, practical
ends, is well in accord with the under-
standing the philosophes had of them-
selves and their mission. By putting his
own work into the context of the
Enlightenment, La Mettrie was pointing
out the crucial role his philosophy had
played in laying the groundwork for sub-
sequent philosophical investigation.

thus the activist and reformist stance of
his philosophe engagé decisively puts
into the camp of the philosophe, in terms
of both his own self-definition and his
explicit agenda for reform. that is not to
deny that his work is considerably influ-
enced by seventeenth-century thinkers in
general and the libertin tradition in partic-
ular. As Ann thomson rightly points out,
La Mettrie found some of the ideas held
by libertin thinkers attractive. For exam-
ple, he acknowledged libertin thinkers
whose appreciation of refined sensual
pleasures had influenced his own work,
especially La Volupté, and he shared with

the libertins a skeptical attitude toward
religion and a rather pessimistic view of
human nature. But these acknowledged
affinities do not make La Mettrie one of
them. First of all, his aggressive material-
ism and forthright atheism were at odds
with the deism of the libertins. the char-
acter of his materialism also evinces a
desire to proselytize and an activism
completely foreign to the passive and
resigned libertin. La Mettrie also criticized
those who did not share his reformist
concerns. For example, he disparagingly
dismissed Fontenelle as a mere bel
esprit, someone not sufficiently commit-
ted to reform. Like other philosophes, La
Mettrie's debts to the libertin tradition
were extensive; he built on their skepti-
cism and irreverence and turned it into an
activist, reformist notion of philosophy.
However, it seems particularly strange
that the influence of the libertins has been
thought to provide sufficient grounds on
which to consign La Mettrie to the rank of
a retrograde, armchair philosopher argu-
ing for the status quo and advocating
social conformism, when in this treatise
he sounded an unequivocal battle cry for
reform.

La Mettrie would not allow his reader or
any authority to be lulled into the false
sense that the philosophy he extolled
was a conservative one. For, as he main-
tained throughout his philosophical work,
to think "en philosophe" invariably meant
to be a materialist. And his argument that
philosophy could not destroy religion, far
from being reactionary or even conciliato-
ry, was so radical that perhaps the only
audience that would not have been com-
pletely outraged was the philosophes.
Like many of them, La Mettrie assumed
that religious beliefs were essentially
myths constructed by priests and theolo-
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Bayle serves him as the preeminent
example of the virtuous atheist, one who
espoused dangerous ideas but lived a
virtuous life himself and did not prosely-
tize or spread dissension among the peo-
ple. Other philosophes likewise invoked
the name of Bayle to make these points.
But La Mettrie also used Bayle's argu-
ments to contend that the radical philo-
sophical stance of atheism produced
model citizens. Instead of leading to blind
debauchery, atheism produced enlight-
ened reflection. Atheists were in fact
more likely to be virtuous citizens
because, he staunchly maintained, the
principles of probity were completely
unrelated to those of religion. In fact, the
practice of virtue could sink deeper roots
in the heart of the atheist because his
acceptance of the social standards was
based on reason rather than on the more
emotional, more suspect practices dictat-
ed by the "coeur dévot." Atheism was
also beneficial to society; it did not lead to
the contentiousness of Christendom
because atheists did not presume to
scrutinize and criticize the morals of oth-
ers. Atheism was also beneficial to the
individual, producing "the tranquility of a
Virgil rather than the fears of hell of a
monk." 

By taking the typical philosophical
endorsement of Bayle's virtuous atheist
and driving it to the more extreme posi-
tion that atheists made better citizens, La
Mettrie in effect exposed the dangers
implicit in the arguments of the
philosophes. For while the good citizen-
ship of individual atheists might support
the innocuousness of philosophy, the
explicit argument that atheism produced
better citizens than Christianity came too
close to proselytizing for atheism and
could only call into question more conser-

vative arguments and less radical uses of
Bayle's name.

La Mettrie used his own philosophy to
demonstrate the irrelevance of philoso-
phy to life. For example, he argued in
Discours sur le bonheur that remorse
was simply a prejudice engendered by
education and that man was a machine
imperiously determined. He admitted that
he might be wrong on these points, but
he believed he was correct and went on
to ask what difference it made. "All these
questions can be put in the class of math-
ematical points, which exist only in the
heads of geometers!" His philosophical
position would thus have no effect on the
general populace or even on the conduct
of his own life. Even if one regards mate-
rialism, or the determinism implicit in
materialism, as a dangerous philosophy,
it has too narrow an influence to do any
harm. this argument is obviously meant
to justify his philosophy: the moral posi-
tion he articulated in the Discours sur le
bonheur was not intended to injure the
people or undermine society, nor was his
argument for tolerance of the criminal
intended to extol the crime.

La Mettrie sought for himself the same
tolerance the philosophes accorded
Bayle, the outstanding example of the
man of proven probity but radical ideas,
by comparing his own character to that of
his detractors, most notably Albrecht
Haller, "le vil Gazetier de Göttingen," and
by urging the distinction between citizen
and philosophe employed by many
philosophes. He claimed that in the prac-
tice of philosophy one sought truth, but as
a citizen one did not preach this truth to
crowds because they, unprepared for it,
would be likely to misconstrue it.
Falsehood was the general nourishment
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arating theology and philosophy, but not
philosophy and morality.) La Mettrie
argued the benefit to mankind of recog-
nizing the break between philosophy and
religion, for philosophy would certainly
destroy the groundless belief in the soul.
"I would dare to say that all the rays that
flow from the breast of nature, fortified
and as if reflected by the precious mirror
of philosophy, destroy and turn to dust a
dogma that is only founded on some pre-
tended moral utility." He placed this argu-
ment clearly within the context of his phi-
losophy as a whole; he reaffirmed his def-
inition of philosophy as reason applied to
nature, argued for medicine as the epito-
me of this endeavor, and claimed that any
attempt to consider man as anything but
the most complexly organized animal
could be dismissed as an appeal to the
amour-propre of man.

La Mettrie also used the arguments of the
philosophes to claim that philosophy did
not and could not rupture the chains that
bound men together in society. But he
based them on convictions derived from
his materialist philosophy, rather than on
expediency, as most of the philosophes
did. Because his arguments on this point
are better developed and more earnest
than those of the philosophes, it has gen-
erally been assumed that La Mettrie's
bear no relationship to theirs and that he
was arguing for the inefficacy of philoso-
phy in a way that would have undermined
the entire philosophic endeavor. those
scholars who have emphasized the anti-
social nature of La Mettrie's moral philos-
ophy have contended that he was not
simply arguing that philosophy cannot
harm society but rather that the position
he took in the Discours sur le bonheur
forced him to espouse complete social
and political conformism in the Discours

préliminaire as the only possibility for a
philosophic public policy. But the text
does not support such a conclusion. One
must see instead, as La Mettrie did, that
the work of the philosophe is difficult, that
it is hampered in fundamental ways. the
philosophe must recognize the funda-
mentally arbitrary nature of religion,
social structures, and moral values.
However, these social institutions should
be scrutinized by philosophical inquiry
(as he himself did in the Discours sur le
bonheur), and reform, though limited, is
possible (the case he will argue in
Discours préliminaire).

Because his point was not to argue for
social or political conformism but rather to
make common cause with the
philosophes, La Mettrie employed their
very arguments to convince them that his
philosophy, more radical than theirs by
virtue of his willingness to draw out the
implications, could be accepted as the
fruit of scientific investigation without fear
of the effect this philosophy might have
on the people. In other words, even
though the philosophes might find his phi-
losophy objectionable, and many certain-
ly did, they should not fear its effect on
the people. He claimed that a philosophi-
cal position, no matter how radical, could
have very little hope of influencing the
ignorant masses. this argument is some-
times construed as reassurance to rulers
that their realms will remain intact no mat-
ter what conclusion philosophers reach,
but it also seems to reflect, in La Mettrie's
case, a fundamental pessimism about
the ability of any philosophy to modify
general human behavior.

La Mettrie's use of Bayle highlights some
of the problems inherent in his attempt to
use the arguments of the philosophes.
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containing "pauvre et inutile" philosophi-
cal truths that would be read only by the
few should be suppressed when the
works of all the philosophes would do
less damage than one inflammatory plac-
ard. Voltaire also claimed that philosophy
would be unlikely to reach the masses:
"Divide the human race into twenty parts.
Nineteen of them are composed of those
who work with their hands, and will never
know if there is a Locke in the world or
not. In the remaining twentieth part how
few men do we find who read! And
among those who read there are twenty
who read novels for every one who stud-
ies philosophy." La Mettrie postulated a
radical difference between the character
of the people and the philosopher, as if
"one were low notes and the others high
notes, one basse-taille, the other haute
couture. these are two physiognomies
which never resemble each other." While
the philosophes are refined, the people
are "crude, just as they left the hands of
nature. Once the fold is made, it will
remain; it is not easier for the one [the
people] to raise himself than for the other
to descend." 

Other philosophes also defined them-
selves as distinct from the masses. For
example, the author of the article entitled
"Le Philosophe" in the Encyclopédie
made this distinction: "the philosophe
forms his principles on the basis of an
infinite number of individual observations.
the people adopts the principle without
thinking about the observations which
produced it: It believes that the maxim
exists, as it were, by itself." He also noted
that not all people were equally suscepti-
ble to Enlightenment. "Other men are
driven by their passions, without reflec-
tion preceding their actions. these are
men who walk in shadows. On the other

hand, even in passionate moments, the
philosophe acts only after reflection; he
walks at night, but a torch precedes him."
Voltaire contended that "the people will
always be composed of brutes" and "the
people is between man and beast."

La Mettrie, like other philosophes, was
concerned to ascertain the proper means
of disseminating the new philosophy, and
like them he made distinctions in terms of
receptivity between the educated elites
and the masses. He saw the inability of
the masses to be enlightened as a
defense of his own philosophy; he denied
that it could be dangerous or have a per-
nicious effect because it would not reach
or influence the common man. He drew
the same sharp distinction between the
philosophes and the masses that other
philosophes made. But the philosophes
were less likely than La Mettrie to couch
that distinction in terms of a constitutional
proclivity or predetermination. the
philosophes might well have been unwill-
ing to suggest a gap between themselves
and the people as inveterate as that sug-
gested by two physiognomies.

La Mettrie also differed with the
philosophes about the degree to which
ignorance was responsible for the chasm
between the philosophe and the people.
the philosophes, unlike La Mettrie, were
more inclined to consider ignorance,
brutishness, and moral failings to be the
result of one's condition rather than one's
constitution. Since for the philosophes
the people were not constitutionally con-
fined to their lowly and depraved place,
they were able to be enlightened to some
degree. For example, Helvétius, one of
the philosophes most optimistic about
such prospects, confidently proclaimed,
"Destroy ignorance and all the germs of
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of men in all ages, and La Mettrie saw it
as the means appropriate "to conduct this
vile troop of mortal imbeciles." to speak
philosophically to the multitude was to
prostitute an august science by address-
ing those who had not been initiated and
were thus incapable of understanding
philosophy or applying it in their lives. For
La Mettrie, as for Kant in Was ist
Aufklärung?, the proper means of dis-
seminating philosophical ideas was
through the written word, because written
ideas would make their way into an illiter-
ate population slowly, bringing philosophy
"by degrees." La Mettrie also vehemently
defended the character of the
phliosophe, as Diderot later did, as inher-
ently virtuous. For example, Diderot
claimed in "Les Sages" that the moral
conscience of the philosophe is in perfect
accord with the "morale universelle"
because he is the physiologically perfect
example of the human species. Both
Diderot and La Mettrie made the claim
because they shared the same medical
notion, derived from their physiological
understanding of man, of the importance
of the individual constitution. According to
La Mettrie, although the philosophe
shares the failings of others, he is less
inclined to crime and disorder because
even though he might espouse volupté,
his passions, "constrained by the com-
pass of wisdom," are better regulated
than those of other is a model of human-
ity and probity even while writing against
natural law, as La Mettrie himself had
done. "Let us not accuse the philosophe
of disorder, of which he is incapable," La
Mettrie advised.

But, according to La Mettrie, even if the
philosophes were inclined to harangue
crowds on the street, they would not have
much influence. Although the people

sometimes seem to accept the argu-
ments of the philosophes, they usually
take on only superficial mannerisms and
gestures that would eventually be over-
come by their stronger habits. (the
stronger habits were those based on the
constitution of the individual; the weaker,
those acquired by education.) La Mettrie
held out some limited hope of reform in
suggesting that one must be prepared for
enlightenment "by degrees," which left
open the possibility that the more recent-
ly acquired "façon de penser" could even-
tually become the stronger.
But because of his sensationalist under-
standing of how we learn -- that is, the
strength of an idea was related to the
strength of the sensation which produced
it -- La Mettrie considered this to be an
improbable development. Only consistent
and striking exposure to philosophical
ideas could drag the masses out of the
morass of ignorance. Both the common
constitutional predisposition and the
weight of received opinion fostered igno-
rance, so that it was doubly difficult to
eliminate. In order to be effective, the
philosopher would first have to overcome
the prejudices of the people. Not even the
eloquence of Cicero, La Mettrie contend-
ed, would be sufficient to sway the mass-
es from received ideas. But the people
rarely associated with philosophers or
read their books, so it was difficult for
them to acquire new habits of action or
thought. Were they to come in contact
with the works of philosophes, "either
they would understand nothing or, if they
understood something, they would not
believe a word of it." When Voltaire decid-
ed to come to the defense of Helvétius in
the aftermath of the publication of De
l'Esprit, he too proclaimed the innocuous
character of the philosophe, saying that it
seemed most unreasonable that a work
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ty of the masses towards invincible igno-
rance; La Mettrie, while using the argu-
ments of the philosophes, at the same
time raised serious obstacles to
Enlightenment and limited the possibility
of reform.

Although La Mettrie did not persuade the
philosophes, he couched his arguments
in terms whose implications were imme-
diately apparent to them and not at all
congenial to his critics. And thus it cannot
be assumed that La Mettrie's arguments
are in essence responses, albeit ineffec-
tual responses, to the horror expressed in
the German periodical press. Nor is it
reasonable, given the nature of his self-
defense, to assume that they were direct-
ed at either those critics or established
authorities. But if the argument was
directed to the philosophes, it was a
notable failure; the philosophes not only
did not embrace him, they vehemently
repudiated him.

there are several possible explanations
for the lack of success of La Mettrie's
appeal to the philosophes. First of all, the
fact that his philosophy, which most of the
philosophes considered to be per-
nicious and a great danger to society,
could be proclaimed as inno- cent by
using the same arguments they launched
to vindicate their own more moderate
positions exposed a critical weakness in
their defense. If La Mettrie could turn
those arguments to his advantage, it
would expose the entire philosophic
movement to criticism. Sec- ondly,
because the philosophes made these
arguments at least some- what disingen-
uously, they would likely have found a
perfectly se- rious presentation uncon-
vincing and suspect. Furthermore, La

Mettrie's formulation of the argument,
especially in conjunction with his materi-
alist notion of man, curtailed expectations
of reform to a degree the philosophes
would have found unacceptable. ul-
timately, and perhaps most crucial, the
philosophes simply did not believe that
radical arguments about the relativity of
vice and virtue and against remorse
could be made without danger. they
would have considered any attempt, like
that of the Discours préliminaire, to con-
nect their philosophy with La Mettrie's
radical materialism dangerous to their
cause, especially in those early years of
the encyclopedic movement. But if the
philosophes were not persuaded by La
Mettrie's use of their own arguments,
could they fail to respond to the second
part of his treatise, a rousing exhortation
directed to them?

This text is part of the book: “La Mettrie:

Medicine, Philosophy, and Enlightenment” by

Kathleen Wellman; Duke University Press,

1992. Reproduced with permission from the

publishers.
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moral evil will be destroyed." 

But La Mettrie had a rather different per-
spective on the relationship of the
philosophe to the people; he did not rec-
ognize a degeneration produced by cor-
rupt political systems but rather acknowl-
edged the intrinsic limitations of the aber-
rant physiological constitution. Because
of the inveterate nature of physiological
predispositions, La Mettrie was neither
naive nor optimistic about reform. By rais-
ing the questions provoked by the ill or
the aberrant, La Mettrie crystallized the
problematic relationship between physiol-
ogy and the philosophic plans for reform.
But despite the fact that La Mettrie identi-
fied himself as first and foremost a physi-
cian, he also proclaimed himself to be a
man of letters. Like other philosophes, he
had the sense that he was breaking new
ground intellectually and that if his posi-
tions were unpopular posterity would
nevertheless vindicate him. Despite his
sense that progress would be difficult and
limited, La Mettrie saw reason as the
vehicle of progress, and he shared the
philosophes' "passion for the public
good." He advocated the implementation
of empirical methods to study man and
based his own understanding of man on
scientific evidence.

La Mettrie and the philosophes differed
on the issue of Christian morality. For the
philosophes, as for La Mettrie, le peuple
were hampered in their chances for
enlightenment by the traditional myths to
which they adhered. these, most notably
the myths associated with Christianity,
gave the people a moral code. though
the philosophes generally battled the
strictures of that code and certainly chal-
lenged the right of any ecclesiastical
authority to impose it, they nonetheless

acknowledged the usefulness of these
myths in maintaining social control. So
while they were often willing to make and
accept just the distinction La Mettrie here
made between the writings of the
philosophe and his life as a citizen, they
were not generally willing to follow La
Mettrie into the argument that all moral
values were simply predicated on social
utility. though they did acknowledge in
their historical accounts of the develop-
ment of society that morality was based
in part on the impositions of the powerful
or the devious (a description most often
assigned to the clergy), and though some
of them accepted the cultural relativism of
moral codes, nonetheless, for most of the
philosophes, a prescriptive natural law or
an innate sense of right and wrong was
thought to underlie all moral notions.

ultimately the arguments the philosophes
made about the limited efficacy of philos-
ophy were at least somewhat disingenu-
ous, disguising their real hopes for
Enlightenment and seeking, more
earnestly than La Mettrie in his appeal to
Frederick, to mollify established authori-
ties. their arguments then were designed
at least in part to lull authorities into com-
placency so that the work of
Enlightenment could proceed unimped-
ed. And while they expressed their exas-
peration with the receptivity of the people
and the slow progress of Enlightenment,
they believed more strongly than La
Mettrie in people's educability and the
feasibility of Enlightenment. La Mettrie,
on the other hand, used the same sorts of
arguments, but because he supported
them with his materialism they could not
have allayed the fears of any authority
about the implications of Enlightenment.
And with his sense of a predetermined
constitutional proclivity and the propensi-
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power need not be an image of acqui-
escence and complicity. In spite of their
awkward situation, the political activist
and the cultural activist (anachronisti-
cally known as the artist) can still pro-
duce disturbances. Although such
action may more closely resemble the
gestures of a drowning person, and it is
uncertain just what is being disturbed,
in this situation the postmodern roll of
the dice favors the act of disturbance.
After all, what other chance is there? It
is for this reason that former strategies
of “subversion” (a word which in critical
discourse has about as much meaning
as the word “community”), or camou-
flaged attack, have come under a cloud
of suspicion. Knowing what to subvert
assumes that forces of oppression are
stable and can be identified and sepa-
rated-an assumption that is just too fan-
tastic in an age of dialectics in ruins.
Knowing how to subvert presupposes
an understanding of the opposition that
rests in the realm of certitude, or (at
least) high probability. the rate at
which strategies of subversion are co-
opted indicates that the adaptability of
power is too often underestimated;
however, credit should be given to the
resisters, to the extent that the subver-
sive act or product is not co-optively
reinvented as quickly as the bourgeois
aesthetic of efficiency might dictate. 
the peculiar entwinement of the cynical
and the utopian in the concept of distur-
bance as a necessary gamble is a
heresy to those who still adhere to
19th-century narratives in which the
mechanisms and class(es) of oppres-
sion, as well as the tactics needed to
overcome them, are clearly identified.
After all, the wager is deeply connected
to conservative apologies for

Christianity, and the attempt to appro-
priate rationalist rhetoric and models to
persuade the fallen to return to tradi-
tional eschatology. A renounced
Cartesian like Pascal, or a renounced
revolutionary like Dostoyevsky, typify
its use. Yet it must be realized that the
promise of a better future, whether sec-
ular or spiritual, has always presup-
posed the economy of the wager. the
connection between history and neces-
sity is cynically humorous when one
looks back over the trail of political and
cultural debris of revolution and near-
revolution in ruins. the French revolu-
tions from 1789 to 1968 never stemmed
the obscene tide of the commodity
(they seem to have helped pave the
way), while the Russian and Cuban
revolutions merely replaced the com-
modity with the totalizing anachronism
of the bureaucracy. At best, all that is
derived from these disruptions is a
structure for a nostalgic review of
reconstituted moments of temporary
autonomy.

the cultural producer has not fared any
better. Mallarmé brought forth the con-
cept of the wager in A Roll of the Dice,
and perhaps unwittingly liberated
invention from the bunker of transcen-
dentalism that he hoped to defend, as
well as releasing the artist from the
myth of the poetic subject. (It is reason-
able to suggest that de Sade had
already accomplished these tasks at a
much earlier date). Duchamp (the
attack on essentialism), Cabaret
Voltaire (the methodology of random
production), and Berlin dada (the disap-
pearance of art into political action) all
disturbed the cultural waters, and yet
opened one of the cultural passages for
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Nomadic Power

and Cultural Resistance

the term that best describes the pres-
ent social condition is liquescence. the
once unquestioned markers of stability,
such as God or Nature, have dropped
into the black hole of scepticism, dis-
solving positioned identification of sub-
ject or object. Meaning simultaneously
flows through a process of proliferation
and condensation, at once drifting, slip-
ping, speeding into the antinomies of
apocalypse and utopia. the location of
power-and the site of resistance-rest in
an ambiguous zone without borders.
How could it be otherwise, when the
traces of power flow in transition
between nomadic dynamics and seden-
tary structures-between hyperspeed
and hyperinertia? It is perhaps utopian
to begin with the claim that resistance
begins (and ends?) with a Nietzschean
casting-off of the yoke of catatonia
inspired by the postmodern condition,
and yet the disruptive nature of con-
sciousness leaves little choice.
treading water in the pool of liquid

by Critical Art ensemble
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a state of double signification, the con-
temporary society of nomads becomes
both a diffuse power field without loca-
tion, and a fixed sight machine appear-
ing as spectacle. the former privilege
allows for the appearance of global
economy, while the latter acts as a gar-
rison in various territories, maintaining
the order of the commodity with an ide-
ology specific to the given area.

Although both the diffuse power field
and the sight machine are integrated
through technology, and are necessary
parts for global empire, it is the former
that has fully realized the Scythian
myth. the shift from archaic space to
an electronic network offers the full
complement of nomadic power advan-
tages: the militarized nomads are
always on the offensive. the obscenity
of spectacle and the terror of speed are
their constant companions. In most
cases sedentary populations submit to
the obscenity of spectacle, and con-
tentedly pay the tribute demanded, in
the form of labor, material, and profit.
First world, third world, nation or tribe,
all must give tribute. the differentiated
and hierarchical nations, classes,
races, and genders of sedentary mod-
ern society all blend under nomadic
domination into the role of its service
workers-into caretakers of the cybere-
lite. this separation, mediated by spec-
tacle, offers tactics that are beyond the
archaic nomadic model. Rather than a
hostile plundering of an adversary,
there is a friendly pillage, seductively
and ecstatically conducted against the
passive. Hostility from the oppressed is
rechanneled into the bureaucracy,
which misdirects antagonism away
from the nomadic power field. the

retreat into the invisibility of nonlocation
prevents those caught in the panoptic
spatial lock-down from defining a site of
resistance (a theater of operations),
and they are instead caught in a histor-
ical tape loop of resisting the monu-
ments of dead capital. (Abortion rights?
Demonstrate on the steps of the
Supreme Court. For the release of
drugs which slow the development of
HIV, storm the NIH). No longer needing
to take a defensive posture is the
nomads’ greatest strength.

As the electronic information-cores
overflow with files of electronic people
(those transformed into credit histories,
consumer types, patterns and tenden-
cies, etc.), electronic research, elec-
tronic money, and other forms of infor-
mation power, the nomad is free to
wander the electronic net, able to cross
national boundaries with minimal resist-
ance from national bureaucracies. the
privileged realm of electronic space
controls the physical logistics of manu-
facture, since the release of raw mate-
rials and manufactured goods requires
electronic consent and direction. Such
power must be relinquished to the
cyber realm, or the efficiency (and
thereby the profitability) of complex
manufacture, distribution, and con-
sumption would collapse into a commu-
nication gap. Much the same is true of
the military; there is cyberelite control
of information resources and dispersal.
Without command and control, the mili-
tary becomes immobile, or at best limit-
ed to chaotic dispersal in localized
space. In this manner all sedentary
structures become servants of the
nomads.
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the resurgence of transcendentalism in
late Surrealism. By way of reaction to
the above three, a channel was also
opened for formalist domination (still to
this day the demon of the culture-text)
that locked the culture-object into the
luxury market of late capital. However,
the gamble of these forerunners of dis-
turbance reinjected the dream of auton-
omy with the amphetamine of hope that
gives contemporary cultural producers
and activists the energy to step up to
the electronic gaming table to roll the
dice again.

In the Persian Wars, Herodotus
describes a feared people known as
the Scythians, who maintained a horti-
cultural-nomadic society unlike the
sedentary empires in the “cradle of civ-
ilization.” the homeland of the
Scythians on the Northern Black Sea
was inhospitable both climatically and
geographically, but resisted coloniza-
tion less for these natural reasons than
because there was no economic or mil-
itary means by which to colonize or
subjugate it. With no fixed cities or ter-
ritories, this “wandering horde” could
never really be located. Consequently,
they could never be put on the defen-
sive and conquered. they maintained
their autonomy through movement,
making it seem to outsiders that they
were always present and poised for
attack even when absent. the fear
inspired by the Scythians was quite jus-
tified, since they were often on the mil-
itary offensive, although no one knew
where until the time of their instant
appearance, or until traces of their
power were discovered. A floating bor-
der was maintained in their homeland,
but power was not a matter of spatial

occupation for the Scythians. they
wandered, taking territory and tribute
as needed, in whatever area they found
themselves. In so doing, they con-
structed an invisible empire that domi-
nated “Asia” for twenty-seven years,
and extended as far south as Egypt.
the empire itself was not sustainable,
since their nomadic nature denied the
need or value of holding territories.
(Garrisons were not left in defeated ter-
ritories). they were free to wander,
since it was quickly realized by their
adversaries that even when victory
seemed probable, for practicality’s
sake it was better not to engage them,
and to instead concentrate military and
economic effort on other sedentary
societies-that is, on societies in which
an infrastructure could be located and
destroyed. this policy was generally
reinforced, because an engagement
with the Scythians required the attack-
ers to allow themselves to found by the
Scythians. It was extraordinarily rare
for the Scythians to be caught in a
defensive posture. Should the
Scythians not like the terms of engage-
ment, they always had the option of
remaining invisible, and thereby pre-
venting the enemy from constructing a
theater of operations.

this archaic model of power distribu-
tion and predatory strategy has been
reinvented by the power elite of late
capital for much the same ends. Its
reinvention is predicated upon the tech-
nological opening of cyberspace, where
speed/absence and inertia/presence
collide in hyperreality. the archaic
model of nomadic power, once a means
to an unstable empire, has evolved into
a sustainable means of domination. In
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From the American postmodern view-
point, the 19th-century category of the
poetic self (as delineated by the
Decadents, the Symbolists, the Nabis
School, etc.) has come to represent
complicity and acquiescence when pre-
sented as pure. the culture of appropri-
ation has eliminated this option in and
of itself. (It still has some value as a
point of intersection. For example, bell
hooks uses it well as an entrance point
to other discourses). though in need of
revision, Asger Jorn’s modernist motto
“the avant-garde never gives up!” still
has some relevance. Revolution in
ruins and the labyrinth of appropriation
have emptied the comforting certitude
of the dialectic. the Marxist watershed,
during which the means of oppression
had a clear identity, and the route of
resistance was unilinear, has disap-
peared into the void of scepticism.
However, this is no excuse for surren-
der. the ostracized surrealist, Georges
Bataille, presents an option still not fully
explored: In everyday life, rather than
confronting the aesthetic of utility,
attack from the rear through the nonra-
tional economy of the perverse and
sacrificial. Such a strategy offers the
possibility for intersecting exterior and
interior disturbance.

the significance of the movement of
disillusionment from Baudelaire to
Artaud is that its practitioners imagined
sacrificial economy. However, their
conception of if was too often limited to
an elite theater of tragedy, thus reduc-
ing it to a resource for “artistic”
exploitation. to complicate matters fur-
ther, the artistic presentation of the per-
verse was always so serious that sites
of application were often consequently

overlooked. Artaud’s stunning realiza-
tion that the body without organs had
appeared, although he seemed uncer-
tain as to what it might be, was limited
to tragedy and apocalypse. Signs and
traces of the body without organs
appear throughout mundane experi-
ence. the body without organs is
Ronald McDonald, not an esoteric aes-
thetic; after all, there is a critical place
for comedy and humor as a means of
resistance. Perhaps this is the
Situationist International’s greatest
contribution to the postmodern aesthet-
ic. the dancing Nietzsche lives.

In addition to aestheticized retreatism,
a more sociological variety appeals to
romantic resisters-a primitive version of
nomadic disappearance. this is the
disillusioned retreat to fixed areas that
elude surveillance. typically, the retreat
is to the most culturally negating rural
areas, or to deterritorialized urban
neighborhoods. the basic principle is
to achieve autonomy by hiding from
social authority. As in band societies
whose culture cannot be touched
because it cannot be found, freedom is
enhanced for those participating in the
project. However, unlike band soci-
eties, which emerged within a given ter-
ritory, these transplanted communities
are always susceptible to infections
from spectacle, language, and even
nostalgia for former environments, ritu-
als, and habits. these communities are
inherently unstable (which is not neces-
sarily negative). Whether these com-
munities can be transformed from
campgrounds for the disillusioned and
defeated (as in late 60s-early 70s
America) to effective bases for resist-
ance remains to be seen. One has to

the nomadic elite itself is frustratingly
difficult to grasp. Even in 1956, when C.
Wright Mills wrote the Power Elite, it
was clear that the sedentary elite
already understood the importance of
invisibility. (this was quite a shift from
the looming spatial markers of power
used by the feudal aristocracy). Mills
found it impossible to get any direct
information on the elite, and was left
with speculations drawn from question-
able empirical categories (for example,
the social register). As the contempo-
rary elite moves from centralized urban
areas to decentralized and deterritorial-
ized cyberspace, Mills’ dilemma
becomes increasingly aggravated. How
can a subject be critically assessed that
cannot be located, examined, or even
seen? Class analysis reaches a point of
exhaustion. Subjectively there is a feel-
ing of oppression, and yet it is difficult
to locate, let alone assume, an oppres-
sor. In all likelihood, this group is not a
class at all-that is, an aggregate of peo-
ple with common political and econom-
ic interests-but a downloaded elite mili-
tary consciousness. the cyberelite is
now  a transcendent entity that can only
be imagined. Whether they have inte-
grated programmed motives is
unknown. Perhaps so, or perhaps their
predatory actions fragment their soli-
darity, leaving shared electronic path-
ways and stores of information as the
only basis of unity. the paranoia of
imagination is the foundation for a thou-
sand conspiracy theories-all of which
are true. Roll the dice.

the development of an absent and
potentially unassailable nomadic
power, coupled with the rear vision of
revolution in ruins, has nearly muted

the contestational voice. traditionally,
during times of disillusionment, strate-
gies of retreatism begin to dominate.
For the cultural producer, numerous
examples of cynical participation popu-
late the landscape of resistance. the
experience of Baudelaire comes to
mind. In 1848 Paris he fought on the
barricades, guided by the notion that
“property is theft,” only to turn to cynical
nihilism after the revolution’s failure.
(Baudelaire was never able to com-
pletely surrender. His use of plagiarism
as an inverted colonial strategy force-
fully recalls the notion that property is
theft). André Breton’s early surrealist
project-synthesizing the liberation of
desire with the liberation of the worker-
unraveled when faced with the rise of
fascism. (Breton’s personal arguments
with Louis Aragon over the function of
the artist as revolutionary agent should
also be noted. Breton never could
abandon the idea of poetic self as a
privileged narrative). Breton increasing-
ly embraced mysticism in the 30s, and
ended by totally retreating into tran-
scendentalism. the tendency of the
disillusioned cultural worker to retreat
toward introspection to sidestep the
Enlightenment question of “What is to
be done with the social situation in light
of sadistic power?” is the representa-
tion of life through denial. It is not that
interior liberation is undesirable and
unnecessary, only that it cannot
become singular or privileged. to turn
away from the revolution of everyday
life, and place cultural resistance under
the authority of the poetic self, has
always led to cultural production that is
the easiest to commodify and bureau-
cratize.
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English landlords requested and
received military assistance from
London to remove the farmers and to
ensure they did not reoccupy the land.
Of course the farmers believed they
had the right to be on the land due to
their long-standing occupation of it,
regardless of their failure to pay rent.
unfortunately, the farmers were trans-
formed into a pure excess population
since their right to property by occupa-
tion was not recognized. Laws were
passed denying them the right to immi-
grate to England, leaving thousands to
die without food or shelter in the Irish
winter. Some were able to immigrate to
the uS, and remained alive, but only as
abject refugees. Meanwhile, in the uS
itself, the genocide of Native Americans
was well underway, justified in part by
the belief that since the native tribes did
not own land, all territories were open,
and once occupied (invested with
sedentary value), they could be
“defended.” Occupation theory has
been more bitter than heroic.

In the postmodern period of nomadic
power, labor and occupation move-
ments have not been relegated to the
historical scrap heap, but neither have
they continued to exercise the potency
that they once did. Elite power, having
rid itself of its national and urban bases
to wander in absence on the electronic
pathways, can no longer be disrupted
by strategies predicated upon the con-
testation of sedentary forces. the
architectural monuments of power are
hollow and empty, and function now
only as bunkers for the complicit and
those who acquiesce. they are secure
places revealing mere traces of power.
As with all monumental architecture,

they silence resistance and resentment
by the signs of resolution, continuity,
commodification, and nostalgia. these
places can be occupied, but to do so
will not disrupt the nomadic flow. At
best such an occupation is a distur-
bance that can be made invisible
through media manipulation; a particu-
larly valued bunker (such as a bureau-
cracy) can be easily reoccupied by the
postmodern war machine. the elec-
tronic valuables inside the bunker, of
course, cannot be taken by physical
measures. 

the web connecting the bunkers-the
street-is of such little value to nomadic
power that it has been left to the under-
class. (One exception is the greatest
monument to the war machine ever
constructed: the Interstate Highway
System. Still valued and well defended,
that location shows almost no sign of
disturbance.) Giving the street to the
most alienated of classes ensures that
only profound alienation can occur
there. Not just the police, but criminals,
addicts, and even the homeless are
being used as disrupters of public
space. the underclass’ actual appear-
ance, in conjunction with media specta-
cle, has allowed the forces of order to
construct the hysterical perception that
the streets are unsafe, unwholesome,
and useless. the promise of safety and
familiarity lures hordes of the unsus-
pecting into privatized public spaces
such as malls. the price of this protec-
tionism is the relinquishment of individ-
ual sovereignty. No one but the com-
modity has rights in the mall. the
streets in particular and public spaces
in general are in ruins. Nomadic power
speaks to its followers through the

[134]

question, however, whether an effective
sedentary base of resistance will not be
quickly exposed and undermined, so
that it will not last long enough to have
an effect.

Another 19th-century narrative that per-
sists beyond its natural life is the labor
movement-i.e., the belief that the key to
resistance is to have an organized body
of workers stop production. Like revolu-
tion, the idea of the union has been
shattered, and perhaps never existed in
everyday life. the ubiquity of broken
strikes, give-backs, and lay-offs attests
that what is called a union is no more
than a labor bureaucracy. the fragmen-
tation of the world-into nations, regions,
first and third worlds, etc., as a means
of discipline by nomadic power-has
anachronized national labor move-
ments. Production sites are too mobile
and management techniques too flexi-
ble for labor action to be effective. If
labor in one area resists corporate
demands, an alternative labor pool is
quickly found. the movement of
Dupont’s and General Motors’ produc-
tion plants into Mexico, for example,
demonstrates this nomadic ability.
Mexico as labor colony also allows
reduction of unit cost, by eliminating
first world “wage standards” and
employee benefits. the speed of the
corporate world is paid for by the inten-
sification of exploitation; sustained
fragmentation of time and of space
makes it possible. the size and desper-
ation of the third world labor pool, in
conjunction with complicit political sys-
tems, provide organized labor no base
from which to bargain.

the Situationists attempted to contend

with this problem by rejecting the value
of both labor and capital. All should quit
work-proles, bureaucrats, service work-
ers, everyone. Although it is easy to
sympathize with the concept, it presup-
poses an impractical unity. the notion
of a general strike was much too limit-
ed; it got bogged down in national
struggles, never moving beyond Paris,
and in the end it did little damage to the
global machine. the hope of a more
elite strike manifesting itself in the
occupation movement was a strategy
that was also dead on arrival, for much
the same reason. 

the Situationist delight in occupation is
interesting to the extent that it was an
inversion of the aristocratic right to
property, although this very fact makes
it suspect from its inception, since even
modern strategies should not merely
seek to invert feudal institutions. the
relationship between occupation and
ownership, as presented in conserva-
tive social thought, was appropriated by
revolutionaries in the first French revo-
lution. the liberation and occupation of
the Bastille was significant less for the
few prisoners released, than to signal
that obtaining property through occupa-
tion is a double-edged sword. this
inversion made the notion of property
into a conservatively viable justification
for genocide. In the Irish genocide of
the 1840s, English landowners realized
that it would be more profitable to use
their estates for raising grazing animals
than to leave the tenant farmers there
who traditionally occupied the land.
When the potato blight struck, destroy-
ing the tenant farmers’ crops and leav-
ing them unable to pay rent, an opening
was perceived for mass eviction.
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information, political thought or action
has never really entered the group’s
consciousness. Any trouble that they
have had with the law (and only a few
members break the law) stemmed
either from credit fraud or electronic
trespass. the problem is much the
same as politicizing scientists whose
research leads to weapons develop-
ment. It must be asked, How can this
class be asked to destabilize or crash
its own world? to complicate matters
further, only a few understand the spe-
cialized knowledge necessary for such
action. Deep cyberreality is the least
democratized of all frontiers. As men-
tioned above, cyberworkers as a pro-
fessional class do not have to be fully
unified, but how can enough members
of this class be enlisted to stage a dis-
ruption, especially when cyberreality is
under state-of-the-art self-surveillance?

these problems have drawn many
“artists” to electronic media, and this
has made some contemporary elec-
tronic art so politically charged. Since it
is unlikely that scientific or techno-
workers will generate a theory of elec-
tronic disturbance, artists-activists (as
well as other concerned groups) have
been left with the responsibility to help
provide a critical discourse on just what
is at stake in the development of this
new frontier. By appropriating the legit-
imized authority of “artistic creation,”
and using it as a means to establish a
public forum for speculation on a model
of resistance within emerging techno-
culture, the cultural producer can con-
tribute to the perpetual fight against
authoritarianism. Further, concrete
strategies of image/text communica-
tion, developed through the use of

technology that has fallen through the
cracks in the war machine, will better
enable those concerned to invent
explosive material to toss into the polit-
ical-economic bunkers. Postering,
pamphleteering, street theater, public
art-all were useful in the past. But as
mentioned above, where is the “public”;
who is on the street? Judging from the
number of hours that the average per-
son watches television, it seems that
the public is electronically engaged.
the electronic world, however, is by no
means fully established, and it is time
to take advantage of this fluidity
through invention, before we are left
with only critique as a weapon.

Bunkers have already been described
as privatized public spaces which serve
various particularized functions, such
as political continuity (government
offices or national monuments), or
areas for consumption frenzy (malls). In
line with the feudal tradition of the
fortress mentality, the bunker guaran-
tees safety and familiarity in exchange
for the relinquishment of individual sov-
ereignty. It can act as a seductive agent
offering the credible illusion of con-
sumptive choice and ideological peace
for the complicit, or it can act as an
aggressive force demanding acquies-
cence for the resistant. the bunker
brings nearly all to its interior with the
exception of those left to guard the
streets. After all, nomadic power does
not offer the choice not to work or not to
consume. the bunker is such an all-
embracing feature of everyday life that
even the most resistant cannot always
approach it critically. Alienation, in part,
stems from this uncontrollable entrap-
ment in the bunker.
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autoexperience of electronic media.
the smaller the public, the greater the
order.

the avant-garde never gives up, and
yet the limitations of antiquated models
and the sites of resistance tend to push
resistance into the void of disillusion-
ment. It is important to keep the
bunkers under siege; however, the
vocabulary of resistance must be
expanded to include means of electron-
ic disturbance. Just as authority located
in the street was once met by demon-
strations and barricades, the authority
that locates itself in the electronic field
must be met with electronic resistance.
Spatial strategies may not be key in this
endeavor, but they are necessary for
support, at least in the case of broad
spectrum disturbance. these older
strategies of physical challenge are
also better developed, while the elec-
tronic strategies are not. It is time to
turn attention to the electronic resist-
ance, both in terms of the bunker and
the nomadic field. the electronic field is
an area where little is known; in such a
gamble, one should be ready to face
the ambiguous and unpredictable haz-
ards of an untried resistance.
Preparations for the double-edged
sword should be made.

Nomadic power must be resisted in
cyberspace rather than in physical
space. the postmodern gambler is an
electronic player. A small but coordinat-
ed group of hackers could introduce
electronic viruses, worms, and bombs
into the data banks, programs, and net-
works of authority, possibly bringing the
destructive force of inertia into the
nomadic realm. Prolonged inertia

equals the collapse of nomadic author-
ity on a global level. Such a strategy
does not require a unified class action,
nor does it require simultaneous action
in numerous geographic areas. the
less nihilistic could resurrect the strate-
gy of occupation by holding data as
hostage instead of property. By whatev-
er means electronic authority is dis-
turbed, the key is to totally disrupt com-
mand and control. under such condi-
tions, all dead capital in the military/cor-
porate entwinement becomes an eco-
nomic drain-material, equipment, and
labor power all would be left without a
means of deployment. Late capital
would collapse under its own excessive
weight.

Even though this suggestion is but a
science-fiction scenario, this narrative
does reveal problems which must be
addressed. Most obvious is that those
who have engaged cyberreality are
generally a depoliticized group. Most
infiltration into cyberspace has either
been playful vandalism (as with Robert
Morris’ rogue program, or the string of
PC viruses like Michaelangelo), politi-
cally misguided espionage (Markus
Hess’ hacking of military computers,
which was possibly done for the benefit
of the KGB), or personal revenge
against a particular source of authority.
the hacker* code of ethics discourages
any act of disturbance in cyberspace.
Even the Legion of Doom (a group of
young hackers that put the fear into the
Secret Service) claims to have never
damaged a system. their activities
were motivated by curiosity about com-
puter systems, and belief in free access
to information. Beyond these very
focused concerns with decentralized



manufactured continuity (historical
monuments). these are sites most vul-
nerable to electronic disturbance, as
their images and mythologies are the
easiest to appropriate.

In any bunker (along with its associated
geography, territory, and ecology) the
resistant cultural producer can best
achieve disturbance. there is enough
consumer technology available to at
least temporarily reinscribe the bunker
with image and language that reveal its
sacrificial intent, as well as the obscen-
ity of its bourgeois utilitarian aesthetic.
Nomadic power has created panic in
the streets, with its mythologies of polit-
ical subversion, economic deteriora-
tion, and biological infection, which in
turn produce a fortress ideology, and
hence a demand for bunkers. It is now
necessary to bring panic into the
bunker, thus disturbing the illusion of
security and leaving no place to hide.
the incitement of panic in all sites is
the postmodern gamble. 

This text is part of the book “The Electronic
Disturbance”. Special thanks to CAE for
reprint permission.

Bunkers vary in appearance as much
as they do in function. the nomadic
bunker-the product of “the global vil-
lage”-has both an electronic and an
architectural form. the electronic form
is witnessed as media; as such it
attempts to colonize the private resi-
dence. Informative distraction flows in
an unceasing stream of fictions pro-
duced by Hollywood, Madison Avenue,
and CNN. the economy of desire can
be safely viewed through the familiar
window of screenal space. Secure in
the electronic bunker, a life of alienated
autoexperience (a loss of the social)
can continue in quiet acquiescence and
deep privation. the viewer is brought to
the world, the world to the viewer, all
mediated through the ideology of the
screen. this is virtual life in a virtual
world.

Like the electronic bunker, the architec-
tural bunker is another site where
hyperspeed and hyperinertia intersect.
Such bunkers are not restricted to
national boundaries; in fact, they span
the globe. Although they cannot actual-
ly move through physical space, they
simulate the appearance of being
everywhere at once. the architecture
itself may vary considerably, even in
terms of particular types; however, the
logo or totem of a particular type is uni-
versal, as are its consumables. In a
general sense, it is its redundant partic-
ipation in these characteristics that
make it so seductive. 

this type of bunker was typical of capi-
talist power’s first attempt to go
nomadic. During the Counter reforma-
tion, when the Catholic Church realized
during the Council of trent (1545-63)

that universal presence was a key to
power in the age of colonization, this
type of bunker came of age. (It took the
full development of the capitalist sys-
tem to produce the technology neces-
sary to return to power through
absence). the appearance of the
church in frontier areas both East and
West, the universalization of ritual, the
maintenance of relative grandeur in its
architecture, and the ideological marker
of the crucifix, all conspired to present
a reliable place of familiarity and secu-
rity. Wherever a person was, the home-
land of the church was waiting.
In more contemporary times, the gothic
arches have transformed themselves
into golden arches. McDonalds’ is glob-
al. Wherever an economic frontier is
opening, so is a McDonalds’. travel
where you might, that same hamburger
and coke are waiting. Like Bernini’s
piazza at St. Peters, the golden arches
reach out to embrace their clients-so
long as they consume, and leave when
they are finished. While in the bunker,
national boundaries are a thing of the
past, in fact you are at home. Why trav-
el at all? After all, wherever you go, you
are already there. 

there are also sedentary bunkers. this
type is clearly nationalized, and hence
is the bunker of choice for govern-
ments. It is the oldest type, appearing
at the dawn of complex society, and
reaching a peak in modern society with
conglomerates of bunkers spread
throughout the urban sprawl. these
bunkers are in some cases the last
trace of centralized national power (the
White House), or in others, they are
locations to manufacture a complicit
cultural elite (the university), or sites of

[138] [139]



[141]

the courage and radicalism with which
he continues to affirm the importance of
the critical and political role of art.”2

Albeit both descriptions are of a very
different nature - one describes the
structure of the work and the other the
effect - both speak of the strong impact
that his works have on reality, that they
are in fact proposing something “real”,
and thus manifest political and critical
claims. 

the system of references that the work
of Sierra establishes is indeed very
complex, and sometimes their defini-
tion and attribution can be much easier
than their deconstruction, that is, the
articulation of their reasoning. Such an
endeavour necessarily implies to ques-
tion the methods and strategies the
artist uses in order to ascertain them,
and more so the relevance of his work
as establishing critical and political
claims. the assumption that his work is
a political statement cannot be dis-
missed or negated, but the value and
function of its criticality will be subject
to discussion. Given that his work is
presented and perceived as a critique
of socio-economical systems, in turn, it
is often criticised for doing so merely by
replicating its methods and subse-
quently judged as either cynic or com-
plicit. this essay aims to investigate
this criticism, suspecting that in the
structure of his works lies a critique of
socio-economical systems that does
not follow the conceptions of
Institutional Critique but voices an aes-
thetic of administration. the ongoing
principle in this works might be one of
bureaucracy, which formulates a differ-
ent perspective on the embeddedness
of his works in the systems (socio-eco-

nomical and institutional), whose
(mal)functions he so sharply points out
in front of the audience.

Economies of Exchange 

Sierra’s work refers to the comprehen-
sion of the problems a society is con-
fronted with as a result of a certain gov-
ernmental, social or economical reality.
the way in which he ascertains these
problems in front of his audience are
through methods of shock over the rad-
ical ways with which he articulates sys-
tems of remuneration and structures of
supply and demand. But that has not
always been the case. Before he
moved to Mexico City in 1995, he had
studied in Madrid and Hamburg and
concentrated his work on the relation-
ship between minimal and industrial
forms questioning the formation of
goods as a result of processes of pro-
duction. But since he moved to Mexico
City in 1995 the harsh conditions for liv-
ing and the explosiveness of the mass-
es that inhabit this megalopolis merged
the so called aesthetics of Minimalism
and legacy of Conceptual Art with radi-
cal forms of exploitation, most often
working with people located at the very
bottom of the social pyramid.

the economical system that Sierra
explores is very elementary, almost
minimalist, based on the payment of
people for their labour or the usage of
their bodies. Most of the tasks they
have to fulfil or he performs on them
are absolutely senseless and unneces-
sary. this reduces them to pure per-
formances upon payment. In his early
actions, he continuously developed his

From the Critique of Institutions to the

Aesthetic of Administration

On the work of Santiago Sierra

there are many assumptions and func-
tions that the Spanish artist Santiago
Sierra apparently fulfils. All of them
seem of a character that the art world
and their mediators (curators, museum
directors, critics) generously acknowl-
edge as of great contemporaneity and
relevance for current artistic and cultur-
al production. His work is described as
using aesthetics of Minimalism and
principles of Conceptual Art, referenc-
ing Body Art and Arte Povera, and serv-
ing as Institutional Critique in their per-
formative aspect. In her essay on
Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics
Claire Bishop describes Sierra’s prac-
tice as a “kind of ethnographic realism,
in which the outcome or unfolding of his
action forms an indexical trace of the
economic and social reality of the place
in which he works”1 . And for a recent
show at the Galeria Civica di Arte
Contemporanea in trento (Italy), the
councillor for culture of trento resumes
in his welcoming statement: “In fact
Sierra is set in the artistic panorama for

by Wiebke Gronemeyer
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leads to the discussion of his embed-
ded role as an artist in the systems that
he is interested to draw upon. 
the relationship with the viewer, which
Sierra generates through his works, is a
matter of presentation, of showing, of
performing. their idealistic value lies in
the outwards-generated specific experi-
ences of his audiences. this experi-
ence is very much subjective, but guid-
ed through the presence of the works in
the gallery space, which not only frame
it, but impose it on the viewer. the
experience is both implicit in the works,
yet external, resting on the model that
both the Conceptual and the Minimalist
Art objects refer to as an experience
that is external to them, an experience
that each individual must undergo for
the artwork to come into being, and
with it the specific character of the situ-
ation or action it traces. the outcome of
Sierra’s intervention, as in exhibitions,
enables the audience to occupy a posi-
tion from which the traced situations
(his actions) are experienced differently
as art through the works that function
as their documentation. And in fact, the
produced works that are offered to the
viewer in exhibitions are not represen-
tations, but presentations of different
situations and experiences: Sierra’s
interventions and the viewer’s experi-
ence when confronted with them. 

His last show at London’s Lisson
Gallery in 2007 provided a very precise
example, where he was praised for cre-
ating awareness for the sickness of our
society - not by complaining about it but
by locating it in the gallery space. At the
same time, some of these pieces mark
a great shift in his practice, which
serves as a motivation for this essay to

re-assess the complexity of the embed-
dedness of his works in the systems he
works within and, concurrently, the
viewers’ involvedness in this process.
21 Anthropometric Modules made of
Human Faeces by the people of Sulabh
International, India (2005-07) is a proj-
ect in which Sierra focuses on the
'scavenging' crisis in India. According
to government statistics, an estimated
one million people in India are manual
scavengers (the majority of the being
women). their work involves the
removal of human faeces from public
and private latrines and open sewers.
the workers walk with the content bal-
anced on their head, and when it rains,
the content drips from the baskets into
the scavenger’s hair and face, often
resulting in serious bacterial infections
and subsequent death. In the gallery
space viewers were confronted with 21
moulded rectangles of a hard brown
substance, each measuring 215x75x20
cm: faecal matter treated with Fevicol,
an agglutinative plastic. the faeces
were collected in New Delhi and Jaipur
and left to rest for three years before
they were shipped to London - which
makes it from a sanitary point of view
equivalent to earth. the encounter with
21 Anthropometric Modules made of
Human Faeces by the people of Sulabh
International, India (2005-07) is first
and foremost object-based; the tactility
of the experience of the modules takes
centre stage. It holds an abject fascina-
tion for the endlessly different textures
and colouration between each of the
rectangular units exhibited in a linear
alignment, similar to the design of a
cemetery. the materiality of the mod-
ules reinforces their ‘objecthood’ 10, a
characteristic that Sierra usually often

methods of payment as both the
parameters and result of his work: For
Eight People Paid to Remain Inside
Cardboard Boxes (1999) a public job
offer was made in Guatemala City
requesting volunteers to sit inside the
boxes for 4 hours and a payment of 100
queztals (around 9 dollars). then, 8
workers were placed in 8 cardboard
boxes without the public witnessing this
process and separately installed on the
top floor of a partially occupied build-
ing. For Line of 250 cm tattooed On Six
Paid People (1999) at the Espacio
Aglutinador in Havana, Cuba, six peo-
ple agreed to be tattooed for 30 dollars.
From the public job offer to the specific
search of unemployed people he
rewrote the common understanding of
the rules of supply and demand by pay-
ing two junkies with a shot of heroin in
10 Inch Line Shaved On the Heads Of
two Junkies Who Received A Shot Of
Heroine As A Payment (2000) in the
Puerto Rican city of San Juan de
Puerto Rico.3 the titles of Sierra’s
works seem to fulfil the tautological
vision of Conceptual Art: the work ends
up coinciding with its description. Sierra
most often integrates the precise meas-
urements that characterise his actions
in his titles. the meaning of the title is
contained inside its own significance.
From the very beginning, he documents
his actions with black-and-white photo-
graphs, videos and short texts. the
minimalism of his works, which derives
from the elementary economical struc-
tures he draws upon, must be seen dif-
ferent from the symbolism that they ref-
erence, which alludes to pre-existing
cultural tendencies, social rules and
psychological attitudes.  But in the situ-
ation of the gallery space, both belong

together and make up for the complex-
ity of Sierra’s work and its difficult
deconstruction. 

Object and Subject(ification)

“the value of the work is not in the pro-
duced object but in what it can gener-
ate outwards.” 4 the curator of Sierra’s
2007 show at the Galeria Civica di Arte
Contemporanea in trento, Italy, locates
Sierra’s work in the realm of relational
aesthetics .5 this means that the sub-
ject, the work’s content, is the relation-
ship with the viewer in itself, and does
not consist of by what this relationship
has been generated, i.e. an object. But
on the other hand he analyses a repet-
itive and monotonous nature of these
objects, rendered visible through an
“artistic language of a reduced,
schematic, minimal character” 6. Both
descriptions are accurate, and it
becomes apparent that there is a need
to differentiate between his actions on
the one hand - which clearly centre the
relationship with the viewer through his
reactions as the works’ subject and
thus can be seen in terms of subjectivi-
ty - and the documentation of his works
on the other hand: photographs,
videos, short texts, or actual sculptures
(mud spread over a whole gallery 7 or
dried faeces in rectangular modules 8 ).
Both arguments construct the paradox-
ical situation where the artist’s work is
described as a “representation in order
to turn to presentation” 9. the conflic-
tive relationship between subject and
object, between an action that is traced
in order to provide a specific experi-
ence and the aesthetic language of this
experience must be discussed prior to
any location of his work’s criticality and
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ly establishes, but is himself not at all
interested in his work as a form of cri-
tique, and precisely not as a form of
Institutional Critique, for which he is
often praised for: “I don’t believe that I
begin from a critical position. Criticizing
implies that ungovernable problem that
arises from the fact that we assume, for
those who formulate the criticism, a
stainless position or, in its absence, a
hypocritical position. Although the latter
generally results in the most probable
position, the theme of art criticism is the
critical artist who realizes it, stabilizing
a model of what is commonly identified
as a complex personality. (…) I don’t
see myself as giving lessons to anyone;
my well-being depends on the force of
a determinate social group and of a
consequence from the weakness of
many, for which here one must speak
more of complicity than of criticism”13 .
And this self-analysed character of
complicity with the system and the insti-
tutions is exactly what allows for a
description of his works as bureau-
cratising and governing not only the
institutions and systems he works with -
as posing them difficult tasks 14 -, but
the viewer’s encounter with it, culminat-
ing in a creation of an aesthetic of
administration. 

Institutional Critique

In 1990 Benjamin Buchloh retrospec-
tively described the moment of concep-
tual art as a movement from the aes-
thetic of administration to the critique of
institutions.15 taking as his initial prem-
ise that conceptual art made the most
rigorous investigation of the post-war
period into the conventions of pictorial
and sculptural representation, as well

as a fundamental critique of traditional
visual paradigms, Buchloh constructs a
historical narrative that culminates in
an information art that most importantly
questions the role of the artist within
the institution and in relationship to it.
In 1974, Hans Haacke, whose Visitor
Profiles - a series of statistical compila-
tions in which art museum visitors were
invited to participate and fill out ques-
tionnaires querying the institutions’
functions and operations - are an often
cited example of the so called first
wave of Institutional Critique 16,
poignantly articulated the conflictive
role of the artist: “‘Artists’, as much as
their supporters and their enemies, no
matter of what ideological coloration,
are unwitting partners. (…) they partic-
ipate jointly in the maintenance and/or
development of the ideological make-
up of their society. they work within
that frame, set the frame and are being
framed.“17 In current times this descrip-
tion entails the conditions for the appar-
ent disappearance of the space for cri-
tique inside the museum as a central,
legitimising institution within social sys-
tems. What disappears is not the artis-
tic practice, but its criticality due to its
performed critique being recuperated
and institutionalised, leading to the cir-
cular question of how any critique can
be critical of the system if it can never
escape its dynamics: that is, the cri-
tique of the institution’s ideological and
representative social functions would
become an institution itself. this is
what Sierra precisely acknowledges: “I
can’t change anything. there is no pos-
sibility that we can change anything
with our artistic work. We do our work
because we are making art, and
because we believe art should be

avoids when he strictly delineates the
reception of his pieces through rigorous
photographic or video-based documen-
tation, which more directly articulates
the association with a political or ethical
matter. In this case, he had excluded
photographs of the workers and the
process from both the exhibition and
the catalogue. Only the self-descriptive
title and a short paragraph gave expla-
nation about the meaning of the
objects’ materiality and stressed the
dispossessed status of the scavengers.
this stated that the cooperation with
Sulabh International was of no compen-
sation to the workers 11, which clearly
marks a shift in Sierra’s practice. By
discharging his usual method of pay-
ment in exchange for work or goods, he
is alienating himself further from the
subject matter and the provoked expe-
rience in the viewer, which is one of an
ethical positioning. He acts as an agent
and renders this visible through a more
material manifestation, rather than by
means of a photographic documenta-
tion. the subject matter is clearly rein-
forced due to this strong material pres-
ence of the modules in the gallery
space, but at the same time the com-
plexity of the artist’s own involvedness
in the subject matter, which is an expe-
rience and therefore a process, seems
less prevalent. However, this situates
spectator in the middle of the ethical
discomfort of viewing the pain of others
as art, which leads to an intense sub-
jectification of the work (as an identifi-
cation with the subject matter).

Relational Aesthetics

Claire Bishop describes Santiago
Sierra’s work as setting up “relation-

ships that emphasize the role of dia-
logue and negotiation in their art, but
do so without collapsing the relation-
ships into the work’s content” 12. In
other words, the communication that
the viewer can establish with the works
operates on a double bind: concurrent
to the object-based encounter the view-
er is confronted with a set of relation-
ships between the artist and the partic-
ipants of his work, or between his
socio-political claims and the aesthetics
he uses to evoke them. 
Both benefit from each other although
they might seem at first contradictory or
even antagonistic. the above-
described work carefully sets a rela-
tionship between the work as an object
(the experience generated in the
gallery) and its subject matter (Sierra’s
‘real’ experience that happened some-
where before), between distance and
intimacy, the global perspective and the
individual narrative that carries it
through. Sierra imposes a confronting
relationship on the spectator, one of
constant oscillation between social
responsibility and its objectification
between what he creates and how we
experience it. He administers the spec-
tator’s encounter with the work. He dis-
tances himself as a person from an
activation of any moral or ethical posi-
tioning, but remains on the level of
proposition when confronting our social
positioning with the situation he pres-
ents as his work.  He conditions his
spectators as observers of malfunc-
tions of a system they are deeply
embedded in, as much as he is himself.
this manipulation locates him far from
being a critic of institutions. He only
charges his concepts with a discourse
on the criticism that his work apparent-
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that same unbearable sound coming
out of galleries’ and museums’ windows
- and their administration (how they
came into being), implying a notion of
governmentality and bureaucracy,
which Sierra establishes within and for
the systems he works in. In such works,
Sierra seems to argue that the phe-
nomenological encounter with the
Minimalism in his works is politicised
precisely through the transformation of
rhetorics of opposition, which he fre-
quently replaces by strategies of com-
plicity. 

Aesthetic of Administration

Setting structures and making them vis-
ible is a process of administration and
governmentality. the nature of the for-
mation of his works and the their con-
frontation with the viewer can be locat-
ed in between Max Weber’s definition
of ‘bureaucracy’ and Michel Foucault’s
understanding of ‘governmentality’.
Weber describes bureaucracy as a
structure built around rules and regula-
tions that set out to order and control
the behavior and conduct of individuals
or groups, for which hierarchy is the
main principle. “Every bureaucracy
seeks to increase the superiority of the
professionally informed by keeping
their knowledge and intentions secret.
Bureaucratic administration always
tends to be an administration of “secret
sessions”: in so far as it can, it hides its
knowledge and action from criticism.”
20 What Weber describes here as
bureaucracy is a structure of taking
care that the visible remains invisible,
the knowledgeable remains unknown,
and that presentation does not result in
a representation. As previously argued

for, this is something that Sierra’s
works is concerned with and establish-
es in front of the viewer: they account
for their own antagonism, they relate
formal aesthetics and systems of refer-
ences in such a way, that a sense of
unease occurs in the spectator when
he encounters a work that traces the
malfunctions of socio-economical and
political systems while acting within
them - a structure of which Sierra con-
sciously does not want to escape, as
much as he takes care of the fact that
the viewer cannot escape either.
Exactly this is a form of conduct, a form
of managing relationships. Michel
Foucault coins the term ‘governmental-
ity’ as conduct 21, or more precisely, as
a ‘conduct of conduct’, where “the rela-
tion between government and the gov-
erned passes through the manner in
which governed individuals are willing
to exist as subjects. (…) the governed
are engaged in their individuality, by the
propositions and provisions of govern-
ment, government makes its own
rationality intimately their affair: politics,
becomes, in a new sense, answerable
to ethics” 22. 

Santiago Sierra’s works establish an
aesthetic of administration because of
the difficulty to deconstruct the relation-
ship between formal aesthetics and the
system of references they trace. After
all, it is an examination of the dialectic
between them that makes for the notion
of an aesthetic of administration. the
work is not an aseptic object distanced
from reality, neither does it judge the
dynamics of social system, but acts as
their agent, makes them ‘their affair’23 .
From the gaze of the viewer, this is
describable as an aesthetic of adminis-

something, something that follows real-
ity. But I don’t believe in the possibility
of change.”18 thus, it seems highly
questionable if his manipulations serve
to justify a method of institutional cri-
tique, more so in times when the term
critique has become an institution itself
and results rather in symptomatic
appropriations than in grounded contro-
versies. But specifically, these are
exactly the relationships that charac-
terise Sierra’s conceptual works and
their repetitive aesthetics, which are
received as placing an antagonism
between our social positioning and the
one we observe, as much as between
the minimalism of his objects and the
stark symbolism of their references. 

the claim this essay aims to establish
is that Sierra exemplifies a reverse of
the movement Buchloh described, turn-
ing his back onto institutional critique
towards an aesthetic of administration,
which provides information as experi-
ence, and experience as information.
An early example from 2002, which
made me aware of this movement and
change in the perception of his prac-
tice, was the Displacement of A
Cacerolada (2002), a joint commission
from European and American art insti-
tutions. Sierra created an audio-piece
that was recorded in Buenos Aires,
Argentina, during the country’s financial
crisis in 2001. On 20 December of that
same year the Argentinean banking
system collapsed. People filled the
streets, banging on metal pans and the
steel sheets erected to protect the
banks, creating an unbearable sound.
Since then, the Cacerolazos have
become a symbol for successful popu-
lar rebellion and are now a traditional

feature of international days of protest.
Sierra recorded the sound and the par-
ticipating art institutions distributed
over 7000 CDs in London, Geneva,
Vienna, Frankfurt, New York and
Madrid with specific instructions: „to
participate in the project, put your
speakers in your window, turn your
stereo up full blast, and play the whole
CD on Saturday at the following local
times: London 4pm, Frankfurt Geneva
and Vienna 5pm, New York 11am“.19 In
Buenos Aires, the Cacerolazos were a
medium for protest against the financial
institutions, both private and state-
owned. Sierra recorded the sound of
the protest for a commission by various
institutions and set the rules for their
distribution. Responsible for playing the
records so that as many people as pos-
sible could here them were the institu-
tions themselves, as they acted out the
project on the artist’s behalf. Again,
Sierra excludes himself from the sub-
ject matter (protest) and acts as his
agent.  In the name of Institutional
Critique Sierra’s intention could have
been described as using the sound of
the protest - as a critique of the finan-
cial institutions in Argentina - and trans-
ferring it to a meta-level, where by inte-
grating that sound in an art exhibition at
an institution it serves as a form of cri-
tique. But through the fact that he set
the rules for a mass distribution and
totally deferred its completion to the
institution, the nature of the protest was
rendered invisible; thus, the form of cri-
tique against institutions was turned
away from a critique of institutions
towards an administration of their func-
tioning. With respect to the viewer, he
points towards a peculiar relationship
between the aesthetics - in this case
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Notes 

1. Claire Bishop, ‘Antagonism and
Relational Aesthetics’, October 110, Fall
2004, p. 70.
2. Quote from Luci Maestri’s foreword in

Fabio Cavalluci and Carlos Jiménez (eds.),
Santiago Sierra, Milan, 2007. 

3. An example for a work that uses the
realm of language instead of the body would
be People Paid to Learn A Phrase (2001),
Mexico, for which Sierra paid eleven Indian
women - to whom Spanish is a foreign lan-
guage - to say: “I am being paid to say
something, the meaning of which I don’t
know”.
4. Fabio Cavalluci,‘Minimal Explosions’  in:
Fabio Cavallucci and Carlos Jimenez (eds.),
Santiago Sierra, Silvana Editoriale, Milan,
2007, p. 10.
5. A term originally coined by Nicolas
Bourriaud in his book Relational Aesthetics,
La Presses Du Réel, Paris, 2002. Here, he
does not directly link his understanding of
Relational Art to Santiago Sierra. this refer-
ence is explored by Claire Bishop in her cri-
tique of Bourriaud in her essay ‘Antagonism
and Relational Aesthetics’, October 110, Fall
2004.
6. Ibid.
7. As in House in Mud (2005), an installation
at the Kestnergesellschaft, Hannover,
Germany in 2005.
8. As in 21 Anthropometric Modules made of
Human Faeces by the people of Sulabh
International, India (2005-07), first shown at
Lisson Gallery, London, in 2007.
9. Fabio Cavalluci,‘Minimal Explosions’ in
Fabio Cavallucci and Carlos Jimenez (eds.),
Santiago Sierra, Silvana Editoriale, Milan,
2007, p. 10.
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Michael Fried defines it: as both an object,
but also as a statement thrown in or intro-
duced in opposition, i.e. an objection. See
Michael Fried, ‘Art and Objecthood’, in
Artforum, June 1967, pp. 12-23.
11. As stated in the wall text, which accom-
panied the modules. Reproduced in full in
Santiago Sierra - 7 trabajos / 7 Works, exhi-
bition catalogue, Lisson Gallery, London,
2007, p. 52.
12. Claire Bishop, ‘Antagonism and
Relational Aesthetics’, October 110, Fall
2004, p. 70.
13. Sierra, quoted in Fabio Cavallucci and
Carlos Jimßenez (eds.), Santiago Sierra,
Silvana Editoriale, Milan, 2007, p. 74.
14.  In 2003 Sierra’s commission for the

Spanish Pavilion at the Venice Biennale Wall
Enclosing a Space (2003) involved sealing
off the pavilion’s interior with concrete
blocks from floor to ceiling. the galleries
were rendered totally inaccessible. Only vis-
itors who carried a Spanish passport were
invited to enter the gallery via the back door,
who then could see the interior of the pavil-
ion, which only contained grey paint peeling
from the walls, left over from previous exhi-
bitions. Another similar and more recent
example is Space Closed Off By Corrugated
Metal (2002), where Sierra on the occasion
of Lisson Gallery’s new opening in 2002
blocked the doors of the gallery space in
London for three weeks. 
15. Benjamin Buchloh, ‘Conceptual Art
1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of
Administration to the Critique of Institutions’,
October 55, Winter 1990, pp. 105-143.
16. Simon Sheikh provides a very good con-
sideration of the different phases of
Institutional Critique and their current evalu-
ation in his essay ‘Notes on Institutional
Critique’. http://transform. eipcp.net/trans-
versal/0106/sheikh/en
17. Hans Haacke, ‘All the Art that's Fit to
Show’ in A.A. Bronson and Peggy Gale
(eds.), Museum by Artists, Art Metropole,
toronto, 1983, p. 151.
18. Sierra, quoted in Katya García-Antón,
Santiago Sierra: Works 2002-1990, Ikon
Gallery, Birmingham, 2002, p. 15.
19. Detailed information of the project
is to be found here:
http://www.felixtrust.com/sierra.htm.
20. Max Weber, ‘Bureaucracy’ in Hans Gerth
and C.Wright Mills (eds.), Max Weber:
Essays in Sociology, Routledge, London,
2001, p. 233.
21. Michel Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, in
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Miller, the Foucault Effect: Studies in
Governmentality, Harvester, London, 1991,
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22. Colin Gordon, ‘Governmental
Rationality: An Introduction’ in Graham
Burchell, Colin Gordon, Peter Miller, the
Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality,
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23. Pilar Villela Mascaró, ‘Not in My Name:
Reality and ethics in the work of Santiago
Sierra’ in Santiago Sierra - 7 trabajos / 7
Works, exhibition catalogue, Lisson Gallery,
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tration, as a form of government where
the spectator accepts to be governed in
order to reflect on his own positioning -
something which is particular to the
spectator, as the artist consciously
does not act as such. Sierra’s work can
thus be seen as a turn from Institutional
Critique towards an aesthetic of admin-
istration, not only because he has no
critical intention, but because adminis-
tration is a term that defines a mainte-
nance without change, but exchange. It
might be that exactly because of this,
that a criticality can be found in his
work: not so much in his articulation,
but in the positioning of the viewer, who
needs to establish a moment of reflex-
ivity when encountering Sierra’s works.
the previous described paradoxon
between object and subjectification in
his works characterises this moment of
reflexivity. the object is being integrat-
ed into the social dynamics that the
relational aspect of Sierra’s work artic-
ulates. It serves as an opener for many
diversified social, economical, psycho-
logical, historical and cultural implica-
tions. the reaction of the viewer is one
of unease and discomfort, sustained by
the antagonism between the performa-
tive and documentary aspect in Sierra’s
work, but also by referencing the same
tension of socio-economical and politi-
cal malfunctions that Sierra works with
and works in. Despite all, this allows for
development, which in the context of
production and reception of Sierra’s
work can be described as the continu-
ous awareness that his work creates for
the malfunctioning of capitalism and the
unhealthiness of the consequences its
hierarchies and structures account for
in society. the aesthetic of administra-
tion - of the continuous gap between

object and subjectification, distance
and intimacy, which the viewer must
exercise in his experience - does not
serve as a neutral format, which carries
a political message or a critical posi-
tioning. Rather, the differentiation
between both must be kept as only then
it provides for the dismissal of a cate-
gorisation of the artist on ethical or
institutional parameters. Drawing this
division so consciously is precisely the
quality that characterises his works,
creating a rather peculiar suspension of
disbelief.
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Market or Democracy?

by Anders Lundkvist

In the late 19th. Century the Danish farm-
ers formed a cooperative movement,
called ‘Andelsbevægelsen’, in which they
themselves organized the marketing of
their products (milk, eggs, meat etc.).
Should the farmers have equal influence
when deciding upon the policies within
this movement, or should the rich farmers
with lots of cattle have more influence
than poor farmers?
they decided to use the first, democratic
principle, where we count heads: One
vote per person. they discarded the sec-
ond principle, prevalent on the market,
where influence is distributed according
to cattles. In Danish, the principle of hov-
eder (‘heads’) was preferred to the princi-
ple of høveder (‘cattles’).
’Democratic market economy’- the preva-
lent ideology of our times - is a round tri-
angel, since the two principles contradict
each other.

At the market one must always fight for
oneself; it gives individual freedom. In a
democracy we have freedom of opinion
and we vote as we choose, but thereafter
we have to bow in solidarity to the major-
ity; democracy implies binding solidarity
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and, therefore, does not give rise to indi-
vidual freedom. 

the last 150 years or more have been a
history of the fight between these two
principles.
up to the 1980’s the direction was
unequivocal. the market yielded to
democracy, in line with the expansion of
voter rights, and in line with the parlia-
ments’ acquisition of power to regulate
private capitalism. the culmination was -
the tense is past - the social democratic
Keynesian welfare state which was a
compromise between money power and
people power.
In this fight the liberals had always, in
practice and ideology, stood on the side
of the market. Yes, they have opposed
the communistic dictators and defended
democracy, but in other respects they
have only accepted more democracy
when the endeavours of others have
made it unavoidable.

In Europe liberal politicians had their
glory days in the period 1830 to 1880.
they made use of their power in order to
further the interests of the great capital
and to keep the poor majority outside of
political influence. England was a liberal
but undemocratic society, in any case up
to the great enlargement of the right to
vote in 1884. It was the workers’ move-
ment and the social democratic parties
that fought for democracy and, if any-
thing, it was conservatives rather than lib-
erals that gave in to the pressure of the
democratic process.
the leading liberal theoretician was
Stuart Mill. He presented himself as a
democrat, but was in fact an advocate of
enlightened upper-class control. He ener-
getically opposed the idea that the broad

masses should gain political influence;
they were too uninformed and too dan-
gerous, so therefore they should either
be excluded or their votes should be
counted with a much lesser weight than
the votes of business people and the ’ed-
ucated’; he also thought it was unreason-
able that people who did not pay taxes,
that is to say the poor, should be part of
the process of deciding the usage of
these state incomes.
We can also mention another of the
founding figures of  modern liberalism,
the nowadays lesser known Lord Acton,
who believed that ”the effective difference
between freedom and democracy cannot
be emphasised strongly enough.” (Acton,
1907:63).

Let us now move forward in time to a
slightly more contemporary liberal theo-
retician.
Friedrich von Hayek, the leading liberal
theorist of the last century, turns against
unlimited democracy and proposes that
there should be much narrower limits for
what the majority can decide. But first
and foremost Hayek wants to limit the
voting rights to one of the chambers of his
ideal constitution to the actual private cit-
izens (’private citizens’ are those who are
neither employed by the state nor receive
economic support from it, which presum-
ably would exclude the majority of the
current voters in Denmark). 
In this way he attaches himself to old
ideas that only the private sector is pro-
ductive and that the state and the law
exists in order to look after the interests of
this sector. Viewing the world in this way,
it makes sense that only people who earn
their livelihood within the private sector
ought to have an influence on how their
tax money is administered, whereas soci-
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however necessary for practical reasons.
Here the strategy of Venstre is to alleviate
this necessary evil by reforming, as much
as possible, this sector in the market’s
image. the public sector should be a
business where the state ’offers’ a num-
ber of services that ’customers’ can
choose between. Gone is the idea of
society as a communal project, where we
decide on equal footing how it should be
organized and developed.
A public institution is not judged on
whether it loyally carries out the tasks
which parliament has directed, but on
whether it can compete effectively with
other - public and private - enterprises.
For example, the national railway net-
work should first and foremost maximise
profits. In this way, broader social goals
are pushed in the background, because it
costs heavily on the bottom line if one
maintains low ticket prices in order to
consider that section of the community
that doesn’t have the means to own a car,
or in order to develop collective traffic -
and restrict the use of private cars - out of
respect for the environment.  

It may be that the opposition wins the
next election, but if this is to make a dif-
ference it is not enough to merely point at
the reprehensible effects of Venstre’s pol-
itics. And it is first and foremost wrong to
accept Venstre’s premises by agreeing to
an ’intelligent tax cap’.
Venstre talks instead of it being neces-
sary to save on public expenses. One
might think that we live in permanent dan-
ger of going bankrupt, despite the nation-
al income growing from year to year. this
rhetoric should be revealed for what it is,
namely an ideological programme con-
cerned with increasing private wealth at
the expense of the public wealth. As if we

do not already have enough videos and
cars. What we really need is better care
of the elderly, better education and a bet-
ter environment.
the opposition must raise a campaign
where liberal values are consistently met
by democratic values. We should “pay
our taxes with pleasure”, as Viggo
Kampman – Danish Social Democratic
prime minister in the 1960s - said more
than 40 years ago; that is why it should
not be called ’tax burden’, but ’tax contri-
bution’.
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ety’s ‘free-riders’ and those employed in
the public sector ought to be excluded
from having such an influence.

Let us now turn to Denmark. After win-
ning the elections of 2001, Venstre
(Denmark’s Liberal Party) became the
leading party in the new right-wing gov-
ernment.
Venstre had the honour of fighting for the
principle that the government should be
responsible to the parliament in the clash
with Højre, which represented the big
landowners; this democratic principle
was instituted in 1901. But after 1905,
when Venstre became the party we know
today, its democratic record is meager.
When the voting rights were extended to
include women and servants, the party
dragged its heels, and in 1939 it opposed
the abolition of Landstinget (the upper
House of Parliament, to which there was
privileged voting rights) because the
party couldn’t gain a further security of
private property, thus of the fundament
for the market economy. And Venstre
have consistently been against the gen-
eralisation of democratic principals to
also include the economic areas.

What is the situation today?
the prime minister,  Anders Fogh
Rasmussen, ten years ago wrote a book
in which he recommended a minimal
state. When the state is democratic this is
equivalent to recommending a minimal
democracy. the consequence of this is
evident in Venstre’s manifesto: ”Popular
elected assemblies should, in as qualified
a manner as possible, deal with as little
as justifiable” (www.venstre.dk).

Why this sceptical attitude to democracy?
the reason is simple. Democracy implies

a binding solidarity, since we have to
abide by the decisions of the majority. But
the fundamental value of liberalism is
individual freedom, i.e. the right of the
individual to act as he or she pleases.
But are human rights and freedom not
quintessential in democracy?
It depends on which people have which
rights, and it depends on which type of
freedom we are dealing with:
Human rights are divided into rights that
are permitted to the individual and the
rights that we have as social beings.
Individual rights are first and foremost the
rights to private property; this right has
nothing to do with democracy and is
rather a limitation on it, since it limits the
communities’ ability to regulate.
Democracy must clearly presuppose
political freedom, that is freedom to
express oneself and to vote as one wish;
otherwise there are some that become
’less equal than others’. But we have to
comply with the majority and uphold the
law whether we like it or not; therefore
democracy does not give individual free-
dom. 

the public sector, which Venstre wants to
minimise, is the democratic sector,
because here, ultimately, the local
authority, county council and parliament
decides, and here we have an equal and
universal right to vote. Venstre favours
the private economic sector, which is
non-democratic, because here our influ-
ence is decided by how much money we
have.
to accomplish this the party wants to
reduce the taxes, i.e. to reduce the trans-
fer from the human as private person to
the human as citizen.  

A democratic sector of a certain size is



During September 2008 I had a few
meetings with Ștefan in Stockholm. We
were preparing his exhibition at the
Romanian Cultural Institute of Stockholm
at the same time as he was working on
the installation at Borkyrka konsthall.
Those meetings as well as the conversa-
tions we had during the months we
worked on his book The Golden Age for
Children resulted in an interview for the
publication occasioned by the two exhibi-
tions. Here is an excerpt from that inter-
view, focusing on the pop-up book The
Golden Age for Children.

Giorgiana: Some people’s reactions,
especially Romanians’, to your artist
book the Golden Age for Children were,
half jokingly, that what you’re actually
doing is to try and create a cult of your
own personality. What do you want to say
to these critics?

ștefan: I certainly don’t think that this is a
narcissistic work or having anything to do
with creating a cult of personality for
myself. the book has come out of a need
to go deeper into a story about myself,
into my story. It’s only superficial to talk
about the book in that way. When you
start to expose yourself like this you
become vulnerable to a lot of things. I feel
very vulnerable now since I have no shel-
ter to take refuge in; my shield is down.
Of course my sense of decorum is never
going to let me say absolutely everything,
I think. that could lead to major conflicts
both in my family and elsewhere. there is

a filter, but it is important for me that the
filter should remove as little as possible.

Giorgiana: I think that this is one of the
strong points of the book, namely that the
two discourses are put next to each other.
On the one hand Ceaușescu’s flawless,
megalomaniac, supreme cult of personal-
ity which bluntly opposes the way in
which you, on the other hand, talk about
yourself in simple sentences, with not
necessarily flattering pictures revealing
the privacy and intimacy of human
beings, in this case yourself.

ștefan: If you look at the last chapter,
“1989”, I’m talking about the anti-revolu-
tion banners I have made. this is evi-
dence of how relaxed and disconnected I
was at that time. the truth is that I had
applied to the authorities to leave
Romania and I was waiting for the results
at the time. In fact it was precisely the
revolution that opened up my eyes to
political and social awareness. My views
then were very superficial although I was
about twenty years old. What preoccu-
pied me then was just admission to the
art academy and painting. Very basic
focus, not very elaborated.

Giorgiana: Speaking about focus, how
did you get the idea for the book the
Golden Age for Children?

ștefan: this is the first time I make a work
that is also addressed to children. When I
was in Romania I heard all kinds of sto-

The Golden Age for Children

extent
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ries from my friends and family that their
kids didn’t know anything about how it
had been before or during the revolution.
I always thought that my kids are different
and that at least Iona who is now 13
years old has a clear idea about how
things were. One day he was fiddling with
the computer and at some point he pulled
up a photo of Ceaușescu and asked me
‘Who is this old guy?’. then I realized that
it was necessary to create some material
about Ceaușescu’s regime packaged for
children. this is how the idea of the pop-
up book came up. I noticed that when
people take the book they first look at the
central pop-up scenes, then they discov-
er the other interactive parts, then they
start to read the texts and only the third or
their fourth time do people start to read
the letters.

Giorgiana: So once again you expect the
viewers or in this case the readers to take
their time, be patient, and gradually dig
into the multiple layers of the book.

ștefan: Well yes, I sort of urge people to
take their time, in this world which gets
speedier and speedier, I encourage them
to spend time with it and their children.

Giorgiana: So the pop-up form is merely
a convention or have you seen children
react to it?

ștefan: Yes, the kids that have seen it
were really caught by it. I think it really
works as a book for children as well. But
it is true that at least in Romania as far as
I could see it was the people of my gen-
eration and their children who were most
interested in the book.

Giorgiana: And what was their reaction?

ștefan: I think that their reaction was
strange, well strange on the one hand but
quite understandable on the other: to get

nostalgic about that period when seeing
the book. this was not at all my intention,
but in retrospect I think that nostalgia is
an important part of how my generation
and I feel about that period. Of course
this feeling is not directed towards the
system, but rather towards the holidays
at the seaside, the sand between our
toes, the Iris concerts, the butter and the
cherry jam, all in all that period of our
childhood and youth which coincided with
Ceaușescu’s regime.

Giorgiana: How did you establish the
extent to which the book should be your
story and the extent to which it should be
Ceaușescu’s story?

ștefan: the structure that I had in mind
from the beginning and the amount of
information I wanted to fit in there
changed very much during the working
process. I didn’t decide that half of it
should contain statements about me and
half about Ceaușescu. It was more about
tuning it to sound well. At some point I got
the idea that the structure could have
been more mechanical so that in certain
parts you would hear my voice and in
other parts his voice, but I abondoned the
idea.

Giorgiana: What are your plans with the
book?

ștefan: Already in October the book will
be presented at Periferic 8 Art as Gift and
at umeå Bildmuseet as part of the exhibi-
tion the Map: Navigating the Present. In
December we are organising the launch
of the book at Carturesti book shop in
Bucharest and I hope that we will be able
to do the same in Stockhom and New
York early next year.

(Giorgiana Zachia in dialogue with Ștefan
Constantinescu)
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Paris” – the work that has left me for
some years and has evolved in directions
that I haven’t dictated and maybe don’t
even know.

I have one of your walking sticks. It is
oversized, as if it were made to be used
by a basketball player. Or by a person
that excels the normal, medium height of
a human character. It seems to be made
for someone mysterious that only you
know. It seems to be Cinderella’s shoe;
as if you were challenging us to go
search for the one that it fits on.

Last year (2008) I lived for 3 months in a
weird house on the top of a hill, in a resi-
dence. I had the chance to spend more
time with myself than ever. Any social
practice was in a kind of stand-by. Any
question left from and returned to me
without considering the variables of a life
between humans. the same thing hap-
pened one morning when I woke up with
this pain in my knee that was going to
stop me from walking, from working, etc;
I immediately assumed my handicap and
in a very natural way I used all the avail-
able resources – workshop, materials,
experience, in order to manufacture a
walking stick. to be more exact, in the
basement, I found an old door knob, alu-
minum pipe for electric cables, wood,
rope, tools.

An interesting thing had happened or,
more exactly, a series of interesting
things. Being alone, I passed without
thinking over some “to be followed” steps
in a familiar context. I had not waited for
help or for a solution to my problem from
the ones around me. I didn’t resort to a
specialist, I couldn’t have walked to the
hospital anyway (where I would have

received some drugs and a “patient/ crip-
pled” label), but I identified the problem
and I applied/ accepted the solution. And
from the simplicity of this situation, some-
thing rather spectacular has emerged. 
this object was helping me walk…even
more, it was outlining, it was gently deliv-
ering to me the image of man+walking
stick, a being like all others, whose dis-
ability is plentifully covered by this sym-
biosis. 
Yes, the walking sticks have and are var-
ious personalities (and sizes). It was
probably something instinctual or dictated
by the material that I was working with or
even a mistake…they were each made
at quite large intervals of time, in different
places etc. 
However, I don’t want to say too much
since I subscribe to “Cinderella’s walking
stick”.

In all your works there is always a “to be
continued”. There is nothing definitive,
you add or extract all the time. Almost
nothing is identical with the previous exhi-
bition. A kind of psychoanalysis is func-
tioning. All the time there is the desire to
repair/ add/ subtract from your artworks.
As if the psychoanalysis session meant
to solve the problem never does.

to be continued - of course. How can a
work state “the end” when tomorrow I will
learn something new? 

(Extract from an email exchange between
Sebastian Moldovan and Răzvan Ion, May
2009)

[161]

The drawings that I’ve discovered in your
notebooks generate imaginary projects,
probably never put into practice.
However even the imaginary becomes an
artwork in the case of your drawings. The
materialization becomes marginal and
the immateriality becomes a founding
process. Practically, the absence of your
work becomes the artwork itself.

Some of my drawings end up in objects
and installations; they are clear and full of
technical details that remain authentic
after transposing the drawing into reality.
A large part of them don’t remain just
sketches or projects because, through
free drawing, I start testing the resistance
of materials or the fluid dynamics… From
this point on, at least at the visual level,
drawing becomes an entity demanding its
rights independently from my initial work
intention. But I leave it open… as it is still
unclear to me.

Your tomato garden, your desire to create
a space of divine creation, the plant
whose evolution you cannot control, you
exploit perfection almost obsessively in
your installations and objects. It seems to
be the need to leave to chance, at least
for one time, the development of your art-

work. However you stop at the project, at
the general sketch. Will the subconscious
courage of the lack of control eventually
become a reality?

to me, the space of divine creation is a
space of a (divinely natural) reorganiza-
tion of the elements in a given system. I
find it favorable because I can learn
about this reorganizing and I can interfere
/ interact with it – after all, this is what I do
as an artist: I reorganize elements in var-
ious systems - aware of the infinite num-
ber of interactions between parts, aware
that I cannot control or at least know them
all. And that’s why I tend to come back on
a work many times before saying ‘it’s
done’.

On the other hand, I understood a very
important thing: if I were to compare one
of my works with a system whose ele-
ments interact, then it would be enough
to find a number (minimum) of elements
which I can control, to build the system
and deliver it (set free) to the world – then
it would evolve in the most natural way
possible, interacting with other systems –
see public, critics, sales, notoriety or
earthquakes and floods.. that is my the-
ory that verifies itself with the “End of

by Sebastian Moldovan

Sketch for a tomato garden
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Sebastian Moldovan, Sticks, aluminum, steel and copper pipe, door handles, wood, glue.
Courtesy of the artist.

Sebastian Moldovan, Sketch for a shelter for the midnight sun in the north, ball point pen on
paper, 20/14 cm, 2009. Courtesy of the artist.
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Sebastian Moldovan, Sketches for additional structures in the living space, pencil on paper,
21x30 cm, 2009. Courtesy of the artist.

Sebastian Moldovan, Sketches for a shelter for the midnight sun in the north, ink and green
marker on paper, 21x30 cm, 2009. Courtesy of the artist.
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Sebastian Moldovan, Mirror (installation view at Jan Dhaese Gallery, Gent), mirror, gypsum,
cooling system, 60x40x8 cm, 2008. Courtesy of the artist.

Sebastian Moldovan, Mirror (detail of the installation at Jan Dhaese Gallery, Gent), mirror, gyp-
sum, cooling system, 60x40x8 cm, 2008. Courtesy of the artist.



Akram Zaatari, In This House. Souvenirs from the Front 1, 2007.
Courtesy of the artist and Sfeir Semler gallery.

A scientific discipline devoted entirely to
the study of friction, contact and the phe-
nomena arising from the physical link
between two bodies: tribology. So, what
is the principle of tribology? According to
its leading specialist, professor Yves
Berthier, of the Laboratoire de Mécanique
des contacts, who has devoted numer-
ous scientific films to the topic revealing
an abstract beauty worthy of Barnett
Newman: “the two bodies said to be in
contact are separated by a third. that is
the secret of tribology.” 
Akram Zaatari’s In this House (Lebanon,
2005) performs in time what tribology
observes in space. 1991: In a testimonial
gesture, a Lebanese resistance fighter,
Ali Hashisho, now a communist journal-
ist, buries in the garden of a house trans-
formed into headquarters a letter sealed
in its startling envelope, a spent shell.
2002: Akram Zaatari films a worker dig-
ging in the garden to excavate this pre-
cious document, establishing a concrete
link between two generations, between
the wish for preservation and the desire
to understand, between experiencing an
individual story and the possibility of it
becoming collective history. Akram
Zaatari has conceived his film as a gen-
eralized enterprise of magnetic conflicts;
the surface of the image articulates a
temporal sedimentation. He has divided
the surface of the image into three sym-
bolic zones: two poles of variable sized

images on a black background bearing
the written word, this “third secret body”
that Professor Berthier refers to.
the zones gently and emphatically con-
front the real time of excavation with the
multiplied time of history, figurative
images with graphic images, recording
with critical reflection. But this triad melds
into a single full screen image at the
moment when, from the depth of Earth,
from chaos, from war, comes back to light
the deeply moving buried document. the
fullness of the image re-conquered,
shells muted into votive signs, military
cases becoming “patience bottles”, men
speaking to each other, and a meditated
reasoning that comes for the rescue of
grief. Such an exhumed document
evokes an uneasy, and haunting past,
one of painful anachronism, a memory of
a revolutionary secular resistance, now
silenced. (Nicole Brenez)

In This House.

by Akram Zaatari
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Akram Zaatari, In This House. Souvenirs from the Front 3, 2007.
Courtesy of the artist and Sfeir Semler gallery.

Akram Zaatari, In This House. Souvenirs from the Front 2, 2007.
Courtesy of the artist and Sfeir Semler gallery.
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Jakob Kolding, Untitled (2006), lambda print, 140x200cm. Courtesy of Team Gallery

Jakob Kolding’s collages take as their
subject the cultural collisions inadvertent-
ly set up by the contemporary city. His
work celebrates a number of urban cul-
tural, synthetic emanations (hip-hop,
graffiti, skateboarding, electronic music),
as well as the aesthetics of urban studies.
Hybrids of invention and documentation,
renderings and diagrams, his work
depicts processes and events, historical
and futuristic narratives pointing to propo-
sitions and effects of urban economics,
planning, architecture, ecology, trans-
portation systems, politics, and social
relations.

the materials Kolding chooses, often
looking like several generations of repro-
ductions and suggesting the possibility of
mass-production, give his forms and
imagery the clinical quality of propaganda
used to advocate public plans. Cut-out
texts and photos of individuals fore-
grounded against post-war, highly-
designed institutional buildings, housing
and landscapes raise questions – how
capable is the built environment of social
control and even more importantly, can
an ideology be translated into practice?
Kolding demonstrates how plans fall flat,
pointing out architecture’s and its social
initiatives’ possible malevolence and

impotence when it comes to influencing
art and society. Revealing the physical
spaces of Capitalism as both depletive
and ineffectual, Kolding not only elabo-
rates Marx’s argument on class struggle
but questions the power of Capitalism
altogether.

Our obsession with modernity — with
speed, technology, with youth and with
violence — and our favoritism of the new
over the old, has led to the stubborn
imposition of maladaptive, albeit idealis-
tic, urban schemes, which thwart social
integration and individual expression.
Kolding’s urbanscapes are aesthetically
attractive but empty economic expedi-
ents, illustrative of the profound divisions
within society. the inhabitants of
Kolding’s collages are alternatively
shown observing – isolated – amused –
rebelling – frequently stifled in a never-
ending game of cultural one-upsmanship,
bounded on all sides by the city’s engulf-
ing map. (Jose Freire)

Memories of the future

by Jakob Kolding
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Jakob Kolding, Untitled (2008), Poster, 84x60cm. courtesy of team Gallery.
[175]

Jakob Kolding, Untitled (2007) 2, lambda print, 140x207cm. Courtesy of Galleri Nicolai Wallner.



Jakob Kolding, Stakes is high (2008), collage on paper, 42x29,7cm. courtesy of team Gallery.Jakob Kolding, When was the future? (2008), collage on paper, 42x29,7cm. Courtesy of team Gallery.
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Jakup Ferri's absurd drawings describe
in fine, delicate lines the psychology
inherent in various power relationships.
the drawings, which are in series, cap-
ture surreal catch different situations.
some of them testify to the traces left in
the psyches of Kosovans by the War in
the Balkans. One drawing shows two
men hanging from what looks like a line
of cartridges discharged by a third
young man. and in another drawing, a
man is seen watering the family's small
tree from a high wall, from where he can
look down on the family's garden - a
drawing conveying, perhaps, the scepti-
cism that pervades post-communist
countries in relation to top-down political
decision-making.

several of Ferri's early drawings are
about the uphill struggle it takes to get
from the peripheral art scene in
Prishtina, where many have no com-
mand of english, to recognition on the
international art scene. the cynicism of

the art world comes in for criticism in
several of Ferri's works. One example is
a drawing showing two gallery viewers
standing before a painting that depicts
two people of similar height facing each
other and having eye contact - an image
of equality. the two viewers are looking
neither at the painting nor at each other.
they are of different heights and have
their backs to each other - an image of
the high aspirations of art and the
unequal power relations inherent to the
art world. (Solvej Helwig Ovesen)

Drawings

by Jakup Ferri
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Jakup Ferri, Untitled, 30x40cm, ink on paper. Courtesy of the artist.
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Jakup Ferri, Untitled, 30x40cm, ink on paper. Courtesy of the artist. Jakup Ferri, Untitled, 30x40cm, ink on paper. Courtesy of the artist.
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Jakup Ferri, Untitled, 30x40cm, ink on paper. Courtesy of the artist. Jakup Ferri, Untitled, 30x40cm, ink on paper. Courtesy of the artist.
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E. Andersen defines the welfare state as
the "state model that takes control of eco-
nomic and social life to reach social poli-
cy and living standard levels. Its partici-
pation follows the principles of justice and
social equality and political pluralism as
inspirers of all procedures".

the economic paradigm has shifted from
a productive to a consumption society. In
the productive society, the unemployed
may find themselves temporarily outside
of society’s structure, but their position
remains unquestionable, since the des-
tiny of the unemployed (the reserve work-
force army) was that of being called up
for active service again. In the consump-
tive society, however, the unsuccessful,
incomplete or frustrated consumers are
thrown out of the game of consumption
altogether, they are now superfluos - no
longer needed. While the prefix "un", in
"unemployment" suggests a deviation
from the norm, the concept of "super-
fluity" no longer evoke this normative
comparison. "Superfluity" shares seman-
tic meanings with "rejected persons or
things", "waste", "rubbish" with refuse.

the union between welfare and con-
sumption is the principal characteristic of
present day developed societies. Once
basic needs are fulfilled, consumption
provides new symbolic meanings that go
way beyond the actual object being con-
sumed. Freedom, social progress, soli-
darity and democracy are accessible
through consumption and the targeting of
the capitalist worldview is generated
through the mechanisms of the perform-
ance – like a Deborian spectacle.

In this context we propose a meeting
between the integrated and the marginal-

ized society at the time when the welfare
state moves to clear El Salobral, one of
the largest slum settlements in Europe.

In March 2008, the City Council agreed to
its demolition and the consequent
rehousing of its inhabitants, the majority
of whom came from Roma heritage. In
this settlement those persons who are
clearly marginalized by socio-cultural fac-
tors are found together with other social
outcastes who harbor voluntarily in the
ghetto’s shadows (such as drug dealers
in search of an area away from police vig-
ilance). On the other hand, the demolition
of the slums and the consequent reloca-
tion of its occupants attract new inhabi-
tants who come to this area looking to be
rewarded with a new home by the social
services. the extinction of El Salobral not
only implies the destruction of sub-stan-
dard housing but also making the land
uninhabitable so that it can no longer be
built on.

We conceived the staging of the demoli-
tion of this marginal community as a per-
formance for all members of civil society.
Over and above considerations such as
the disappearance of specific cultural
forms (that of the Roma culture), the civil
society celebrates the disappearance of
the ghetto via a media performance. the
integrated members of civil society are
the hooligans who applaud the action of
the diggers demolishing the ghetto. the
path of the marginalized society is their
forced integration into the spectacle of
consumptive society, which will assure
them of their basic rights. (Democracia)

[184]

SYNOPSIS:

the “Welfare State” project has its origin
in El Salobral, one of Europe’s largest
shanty towns located on the southern
outskirts of Madrid. In March 2007, the
Madrid City Council and the Regional
Government decided that the slum would
be demolished and its inhabitants
rehoused.

“Welfare State Series” is a four channel
video installation displaying the demoli-
tion of these slum properties as if it were
a sports event. the public watches the
process from its seats on the stands and
cheers on the bulldozers in a hooliganish
style. the project turns the destruction of
the neighbourhood into a show for the
members of civil society. unconcerned by
considerations like the disappearance of
a specific way of life, civil society cele-
brates the end of the ghetto as if it were a
media spectacle.

the aesthetics of “ultra” supporters, the
supposed personalisation of consump-
tion by means of customization (tuning,
tattoos,…) and hip hop or heavy metal
music are used here as cultural refer-
ences for a society that gets a kick out of
the spectacle of destruction.

PROJECt StAtEMENt:

Welfare State
When we think about utopia we imagine
that at least some of these aspects have
the possibility of being realised in the
present day. Nowadays, however, "no
spectre haunts Europe" – we imagine
only the ruins of a utopia, which was sub-
stituted a long time ago, by pragmatism.
Social democracy has replaced revolu-
tion, the welfare state class struggle - in
short, comfort has become the main ide-
ology of our time. 

But even this "diminished utopia" which
nowadays appears to be the brightest of
the possible options, is under treta by
neo-liberal trends. In spite of its contra-
dictions, of its clientelism and welfarism,
a residual support for human rights and
for basic dignity is maintained, since in
other social models inequality is not only
a fact but also a “right”. the welfare state
is based on the principle of equality and
aims to achieve an increase in the quali-
ty of life of all its citizens. the difference
this has in comparison with other neo-lib-
eral models is that these are premised on
the idea that intervention is a threat
against freedom and that public expendi-
ture in social services is a waste of
resources.

WELFARE STATE SMASHING THE GHETTO

by Democracia
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DeMOcracia, Smash the Ghetto Banner, 2008. Graphic design: noaz. courtesy of the artists.
DeMOcracia, Smashing the ghetto #1, 

photography, 96x146 cm, 2007. Photo credit: Pedro laguna. courtesy of the artists.



[189][188]

DeMOcracia, Smashing the ghetto #2.
photography, 96x146 cm, 2007. Photo credit: thorsten rienth, Pedro laguna.
courtesy of the artists.

DEMOCRACIA, Welfare State Series.
video stills, 4 channels video installation, 12’ 43”   . (El Salobral, Madrid), 2007.

Courtesy of the artists.
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DeMOcracia, Welfare State Tuning Girls #2,
photography, 100x150 cm, 2008. Photo credit: luis alonso. courtesy of the artists.

Welfare State Logo.
DeMOcracia, photography, 100x150 cm, 2007. 

3D Model credits: sergio García, Miguel González Viñé. courtesy of the artists.
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Errorist theatre includes two categories:
“actor-cid”: they are actor and actress who belong to the international errorist
(or not) and give themselves to theatre’s experience as a suicide : jump into
emptiness or explode. they ‘re not scared by death, errorist theatre is life and
death at the same time.

“Spect-actor”: they are subjects or multitudes who see themselves involved in
the action of errorist theatre, but not only as spectators but also as actors par-
ticipating to the scenic performance. the spect-actors are trapped by actor-cids
into the magic game of errorist theatre. 
the “dramaturgy of Error” developed by actor-cids and spect-actors is built as
the central screen of the play. Confusions, surprises, “lapses” and parapraxes
are the best weapons of the errorist theatre.

It does not matter yet who plays or who observes: actor-cids and spect-actors
form a new living cell of errorist theatre interacting in the social scene.

that’s why:

We don’t pay to enter, there’s no entry, we don’t sell entrance tickets!
the one who wants to enter, do so! If we decide to climb the scene we will.

that’s part of the errorist play.
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1-   We all are Errorists.

2-    The Errorism is based on error.

3- The Errorism is a wrong philosophical position. Negation ritual. A disorganized organization.

4- Errorism’s area of action contains all practices leading to LIBERATION of human being and lan-
guage.

5-    Failure as perfection and error as success.

6-  Errorism exists and does not exist. 

it comes close and goes away. It creates itself and it autodestructs. It’s assumed in new and old form.
(Sometimes no explanations are given, and it can also be very banal).

For the International Errorist:

theatre is health. As a tool to release the repression and social tensions, produced by
the opressives sistems, inequality of conditions, and intolerance. 
As a machine of adrenaline, a virus who contaminate the societies in a diverse layers.
With that tool, the errorism try to remove the affections of the most hidden humanitar-
ian crisis, moving them to the social epidermis.

International Errorist

by International Errorista

International Errorist

Errorist theatre

the poetry of Errorist theatre does not invent fictitious scene nor unilateral con-
ventions.

It seeks for social scenes and gets them by violence irrupting in the scene.
Dramaturgy is built from succession and simultaneity of errors. there is no rep-
etition: dramatic action is born from the errors.
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Urban Errorist Cartography
streets: Palestine and estado de israel, Buenos aires, argentina. 
internacional errorista, sub cooperativa de fotógrafos, el asunto, arma de instrucción Masiva,
etcétera. Buenos aires, argentina.

Urban Errorist Cartography
streets: Palestine and estado de israel, Buenos aires, argentina. 

internacional errorista, sub cooperativa de fotógrafos, el asunto, arma de instrucción Masiva,
etcétera. Buenos aires, argentina.
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Urban Errorist Cartography
streets: Palestine and estado de israel, Buenos aires, argentina. 
internacional errorista, sub cooperativa de fotógrafos, el asunto, arma de instrucción Masiva,
etcétera. Buenos aires, argentina.

Urban Errorist Cartography
streets: Palestine and estado de israel, Buenos aires, argentina. 

internacional errorista, sub cooperativa de fotógrafos, el asunto, arma de instrucción Masiva,
etcétera. Buenos aires, argentina.
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cies,  the  search  for  social  clashes  and
the  recognition  of  the  societal  structural
possibilities where the queer identity can
subsist as elemental, and he doesn’t turn
away  from his  line  of  research.  First  he
wants  to  offer  a  way  for  understanding
the  community  through  the  identity
inscription  (self  portrait  with  hood  on),
then he talks about the politics of resist-
ance and the collective actions, but also
about  the  connection  between  political
activity  and  space,  as  he  does  in  the
most  visible  joy  can only  reveal  itself  to
us  when  we've  transformed  it  within,
where  he  uses  the  perspective  of  an
abused child in order to describe himself
as  the  subject  of  a  societal  abuse.
Basically,  it  is  the  same  kind  of  abuse.
Without being pathetic, Mirutziu puts for-
ward a reinvention of the abuse, using his
own reinterpretation and recontextualiza-
tion  of  his  position  in  the  world  –  the
same world  that  has  abused and  is  still
abusing him, while he is doing the same
to it. it is an erotic game with the society,
a seminal interchange between prey and
predator, a hunting game, a short hunting
essay.

the existence of the queer’s historiogra-
phy witnesses the outburst of the essen-
tialist-constructivist  debate  on  the  prob-
lem  whether  the  homosexual  behaviour
might  be  intrinsic  and  included  into  the
human animal; hence the conclusion that
a  queer  identity  is  historically  present
throughout the centuries or the homosex-
uality  has  a  cultural  inception  and  has
been  structured  by  the  context  of  the
social changes, thus being definitely his-
torical. i do see this entire investigation in
Mirutziu’s works and  i  identify  it with an
“inverted  discourse”,  an  identitarian  dis-
course  stimulated  by  the  heterosexist

medical  patterns  underlying  the  signifi-
cance of the “sexual deviation”. Deviation
from what?

in order to find your identity in his instal-
lations  and  drawings,  you  have  to  feel
how they are pushing you, how they are
confronting you. Mirutziu places  the dis-
cussion in the public space and allows its
transformation  according  to  the  logic  of
desire. the violence exposed  in his  lan-
guage  or  in  the  visual/objectual  forces
the  inquiry  whether  the  capitalism  and
the civilization set off somehow more vio-
lence than they put off.

i quote Mirutziu from a long exchange of
almost unreal e-mails: 
“i  haven’t  forgotten  all  the  romantic
images  of  the  lovers,  heroes,  toys  and
fetishes. i am entirely aware that silence
is tension. the scream hurts in stillness,
it  becomes  conscious  and  fanatic.  i  am
provoked by  the  impossibility  to  find my
interiority  from the outside,  to be able to
invent a habitation, a necessary space. 

You  cannot  parasitize  the  sadness  of  a
country  in  ruin  –  an  impossible  case  of
parasitism. i had to accept a country, par-
tially ruined but one that supports ‘weath-
er-proof’ habitats such as the utopia gen-
erated  by  the  young  William  Beckford.
For me  the scenography and  the  instru-
ments in ruins don’t catalyze or lubricate;
they are  inactive and offer no chance to
escape from their own history... i wanted
to be free... 

in  my  situation  the  ‘coming  out’  was
mediated  by  my  work…almost  in  com-
plete  isolation  among  my  faculty  col-
leagues,  with  works  in  progress  being
vandalised at  the workshop,  etc...it  took
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What used  to be a personal  problem of
social  connectivity  and  culturalization
becomes now a problem of public  inter-
est,  cultural  policy  and  restructuring  of
the  personal  values,  together  with  an
examination of the problems arising from
being  “in  or  out  of  the  closet”,  inside  or
outside  the boundaries. the coming out
is based on the personal experience, and
the  transition  from  being  gay  to  being
queer  is shaped by  the performance art
and by the wish to explore the inner body.
Maybe  this  would  be  a  pertinent  asser-
tion for alex Mirutziu’s works. i draw the
world – in extremis – inside me. the real-
ity  of  being  gay  is  no  longer  significant,
except  for  the  interpersonalization  level,
which represents the desire to be eventu-
ally accepted. 

Mirutziu is Queer; is defining an attitude,
and not only a matter of sexual relations,
but  also  a  kind  of  social  and  political
rebellion,  one  that  can  also  be  incurred
by association, one that can be an act by
itself. Queer proposes to support a ban-
ner of aesthetic, ethic and political trans-
formations. the price to be paid is a rev-
ocation – of the personal twinges, of the
personality, of a living impulse. 

the discourse of his work heaven knows
i  feel  miserable  now,  which  alludes  to
the  smiths’  song  heaven  Knows  i’m
Miserable now, is an exceptional political

work,  both  by  title  and  image.  Before
1989, in romania one might get arrested
for listening to the smiths and might get
arrested  for  being  gay.  it  was  similarly
absurd and unreal. today we are free to
do  whatever  we  want.  But  the  window
has been closed by our own will,  and a
pop  belt  tightens  around  our  neck.  the
image  and  the  title  mutually  describe
each other, using a certain political aes-
thetic, and change the regime of art iden-
tification.  there  are  the  background
details,  a  fragment  from  a  Davie  Bowie
poster (a symbol of the absolute person-
al  freedom),  and  the  tight  shut  window
(representational for  itself,  for the author
and  for  his  society).  Mirutziu  makes  it
clear that the employment of the physical
space  is  mainly  a  function  of  the
social/minority  class  which  decides  the
access  to  spaces,  id  est  to  political
spaces. actually, the sensation amplifies
with Double moral of small places, where
it seems to me that the aggressiveness of
the granite as matter has the utmost rele-
vance.  surely,  no  detail  and  no  matter
have been randomly chosen; everything
is  assembled  according  to  a  personal
representational  philosophy  that
becomes  intelligible  only  after  a  closer
look,  an  aesthetic  and  political  contem-
plation.

the discourse doesn’t end here. he con-
siders the introspection in the social poli-

Heaven knows I feel miserable now

by alex Mirutziu
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place  in  a  sort  of  silence.  On  the  other
hand, of course, it has also been a fash-
ionist  one...  sure  enough,  my  sexual
identity  was  almost  stolen  by  contexts,
such  as  the  university  in  cluj  or  high
school...that is, it is difficult to be identity
wise – labelled as such, being in minority
and  in  hetero-socialist  discourses,  from
partial  shadows  –  if  not  true  shadows...
but  you  have  the  propensity  to  believe
that you treasure a diamond inside, while
outside yourself is the necessary light, for
that  diamond  to  shine.  i  think  i  felt  this
way for a long time... and, as this organic
dialogue  was  not  possible,  i  started  to
dug  backwards,  in  the  opposite  direc-
tion... inside myself. this is how the per-
formances  came  about...  but  also
through  my  identification  with  a  kind  of
anguish, a kind of sorrow, where i found
answers... such as, for example, “atrocity
exhibition”  or  “chemical  relaxing”...
“heaven  knows  i  feel miserable  now”…
represents an  interval where  the silence
and the lack of affection were sending me
again  back  inside  myself,  in  certain
places that were supposed to project me
outside.  then  the  outside...  that  bed-
room,  that house didn’t belong  to me at
all, excepting the air and the objects col-
lected there... in 2005, while in residence
in  spain,  i  didn’t  produce  almost  any-
thing, and those few works that were pro-
duced are rather reasons that were sup-
posed to tell me:  ‘i know! Wait!  it will be
all right!’...”

using a new, harsh, personal  language,
that  hasn’t  been  altered  by  the  artistic
representation, alex Mirutziu is telling us
that  we  are  still  doomed  to  talk  exces-
sively about  reality  for another period of
time.

(Răzvan Ion notes on Alex Mirutziu work)
Alex Mirutziu, My world is empty without you babe, black ink on paper, 21x29,7 cm, 2002.

Courtesy of the artist.
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Alex Mirutziu, The most visible joy can only reveal itself to us when we've transformed it within,
lambda print mounted on aluminium, 46x134 cm, 2009. Courtesy of the artist.
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alex Mirutziu, Heaven knows I feel miserable now, lambda print mounted on aluminium,
84,1x118 cm, 2005. courtesy of the artist.
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alex Mirutziu, Standing here with you, black and white laser copy print, 21x29,7 cm, 2000.
courtesy of the artist.
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Alex Mirutziu, I'd be your man if you'd die for me, black ink on paper, 21x29,7 cm, 2002.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Alex Mirutziu, Double moral of small places, engraved black granite plates, 38x29x1cm, 2008.
Courtesy of the artist and Kud Art Klub Kucevo. 
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alex Mirutziu, 24 hours donation of sperm, c-print of the notes from a performance, 59,4x84,1
cm, 2004. courtesy of the artist.
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All vomit, even that returned by the
sweetest of dishes, is always sour

Who says the story can’t be told a differ-
ent way? Who says Snow White can’t be
an old crone in a vegetative coma, still
waiting for the kiss that will awaken her
from the eternal sleep? Who says the
seven dwarfs were bullfighters? Who
says Prince Charming can’t spend his
time whoring? How do we know
Narcissus didn’t get so fed up of staring
at himself that he died from an overdose
of heroin? Who says Pinocchio didn’t get
an erection every time he told a lie, and
shagged some primitive Barbie doll?
Who says the Enchanted Woods were
‘cruising park ‘ where gays and prosti-
tutes had sex between the bushes? Who
says the end is always happy? Beneath
the glossy, bright surfaces are hidden
Goya’s monsters.

taking these and similar questions as
starting point, I am presenting the series
of work-in process- Happily Ever After.
these pieces are questions of the histo-
ry, with big and heavy letter, that we have
accepted as real and true without doubt-
ing any of its premises. Who says that
what we have learnt as “truth” it really
was? Now a day we are being conscious

that all information we get via any kind of
media it has been manipulated and cen-
sored. Probably it has been always like
this. In this way, all what we have been
taught as the history, our history, loose its
objectivity and credibility. the past and
the present get darker and we get lost in
them. We could see ourselves with a
skull in my hand, realizing that time lines
do not move in one way. this body of
work brings up subjects such as educa-
tion, power, sexuality, morality, cultural
diversity, traditions, mortality, politics and
human rights.

In the series Happily Ever After I play
constantly with the concept of reality:
what is real but it doesn’t look like and
viceversa. All the characters and places
that appear in the images are real, that
means they are representing themselves,
without being dressed in character or
playing someone they are not. At the
same time, the frames of the pictures
look like original antiques but they are
copies in cheap a light polyurethane. In
this way, I ironies about what it has been
considerate an art piece in the most clas-
sical, bourgeois and institutional way.
Happily Ever After does not give affirma-
tions, it questions. 
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The Enchanted Woods IV (from the series Happily Ever After), digital print on metalic paper
between plexiglas and dibond, polyurethane frame, 174x142x12cm, 2004.

courtesy of the artists and aeroplastics (Brussels, Belgium) and aDn Galeria (Barcelona, spain).
note: public “cruising park” where homosexuals and prostitutes have sex, Brussels, Belgium.

The Enchanted Woods 

by Carlos Aires
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The Enchanted Woods II (from the series Happily Ever After), digital print on metalic paper
between plexiglas and dibond, polyurethane frame, 174x142x12cm, 2004.
courtesy of the artists and aeroplastics (Brussels, Belgium) and aDn Galeria (Barcelona, spain).
note: public “cruising park” where homosexuals and prostitutes have sex, Brussels, Belgium.
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the books City Rumble. Kunst, intervention and kri-
tisk offentlighed (“City Rumble.  Art, intervention
and critical public domain”) and Livs-form.
Perspektiver i Giorgio Agambens filosofi. (“Life
form.”)

Vicente Navarro
Prof. dr. Vicente Navarro is professor at Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health,
Baltimore, USA. He coodinated a two year
research project funded by the European
Commission to study the impact of political and
social factors on health of the populations of the
OECD. The study involved five research themes
based in Spain, United Kingdom, Sweden,
Germany and Italy. The research produced a book
entitled, The Political and Social Context of Health,
published by Baywood Publishers in the year 2004.

Mario Parada Lezcano
Mario Parada Lezcano, graduated in the field of
Medicine, Sociology, Public Health and
Management, Modern Epidemiology and Planning.
Director, Public Health Masters Program
Universidad de Valparaíso, Chile.

Paula Santana Nazarit
Paula Santana Nazarit is an anthropologist and the
Chilean Coordinator of ALAMES; National
Coordinator of the Chilean Network against domes-
tic abuse and sexual.

Kathleen Wellman
Kathleen A. Wellman is Associate Professor,
Department of History, Southern Methodist
University. Professor Wellman is also the author of
Physicians and Philosophes: Physiology and
Sexual Morality in the French Enlightenment.

Critical Art Ensemble
Critical Art Ensemble is a collective of five artists of
various specializations dedicated to exploring the
intersections between art, technology, radical poli-
tics and critical theory. The original members are
Steve Barnes, Dorian Burr, Steve Kurtz, Hope
Kurtz and Beverly Schlee. Their book projects
include: The Electronic Disturbance (1997),
Electronic Civil Disobedience & Other Unpopular
Ideas(1998), Flesh Machine; Cyborgs, Designer

Babies, Eugenic Consciousness (1998), Digital
Resistance: Explorations in Tactical Media (2001),
Molecular Invasion (2002), and Marching Plague
(2006).

Wiebke Gronemeyer
Wiebke Gronemeyer is an independent curator and
art writer based in London and Hamburg, Germany.
Her recent curatorial projects include the group
show 'Too Far South', an exhibition exploring the
manner how artists engage with urban culture
through photography shown at APT Gallery,
London. She is a regular contributor to 'Whitehot
Magazine for Contemporary Art', New York and has
published in 'Art - das Kunstmagazin', Hamburg.

Anders Lundkvist
Anders Lundkvist has just published ’Hoveder og
Høveder. En demokratisk kritik af det private sam-
fund’ (’Heads and Cattle. A democratic critique of
the private society’) through Frydenlund publishers
(3 volumes). It is concerned with critical economic
theory, with corporations and funds, and with
democracy and economic democracy. Anders
Lundkvist teaches political economy at Aalborg
University.

Ștefan Constantinescu
(b. 1968, Bucharest) lives and works in Stockholm,
Sweden and Bucharest, Romania. Exploring the
multiple valencies of documentary film, the archive,
and artist book, Stefan Constantinescu constructs
his discourse around the symbolic and power rela-
tionship that exists between personal destiny and
history, in order to analyse the processes of dislo-
cation and translation which characterizes the con-
temporary social reality. Solo and group exhibitions
(selection): 2009 Bad Times/Good Times, FUTU-
RA, Prague; The Artists as Young Artists,
Andreiana Mihail Gallery, Bucharest; 2008 The
Golden Age of Children, Botkyrka Konsthall,
Stockholm (solo), PERIFERIC 8 – Art as a gift,
Biennial for contemporary art, Iasi; Dada East?
Romanian Context of Dadaism, Zacheta Gallery,
Warsaw; and more.

Sebastian Moldovan
Sebastian Moldovan (b.1982, Baia Mare) studied at
the University of Art and Design in Cluj (Romania)
and at L’École Regionale des Beaux-Arts, Nantes

----

Michel Foucault
Michel Foucault (15 October 1926 – 25 June 1984)
was a French philosopher, historian, critic and soci-
ologist. He held a chair at the Collège de France
with the title "History of Systems of Thought," and
also taught at the University of California, Berkeley.
Foucault is best known for his critical studies of
social institutions, most notably psychiatry, medi-
cine, the human sciences, and the prison system,
as well as for his work on the history of human sex-
uality. Foucault's work on power, and the relation-
ships between power, knowledge, and discourse
has been widely discussed. In the 1960s Foucault
was often associated with the structuralist move-
ment. Foucault later distanced himself from struc-
turalism. While Foucault was always typically char-
acterized by the post-structuralist and postmod-
ernist labels, he personally rejected the postmod-
ernist and post-structuralist labels, preferring to
classify his thought as a critical history of moderni-
ty, rooted in Kant.

Frederic Jameson
Prof. dr. Fredric Jameson (born April 14, 1934) is
an American literary critic and Marxist political theo-
rist. He is best known for the analysis of contempo-
rary cultural trends—he once described postmod-
ernism as the spatialization of culture under the
pressure of organized capitalism. Jameson's best-
known books include Postmodernism: The Cultural
Logic of Late Capitalism, The Political
Unconscious, and Marxism and Form. Jameson is
currently William A. Lane Professor in The Program
in Literature and Romance Studies at Duke
University.

Charles W. Hunt
Charles W. Hunt is an american sociologist well
known for his research on AIDS and social implica-
tions.

Heinz Dieterich
Heinz Dieterich (born 1943 in Rotenburg) is
German political analyst, professor of the
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana in Mexico
City. Dieterich is widely known as an advisor of the
Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez, although he

has marked some distance with the Venezuelan
regime since the electoral failure on 2 December
2007 and what he sees as the economic disaster
and "superficial discourse" that plagued Chávez
administration. Dieterich has written several books,
but his most famous is his Socialism of the 21st
Century.

Liam O’ Ruairc
Liam O' Ruairc is a political activist from the Irish
Republican Socialist Party.

Ana Peraica
She has published 7 scientific works and numerous
essays in various art international magazines
indexed in other databases. She is also an author
of book chapters, as two in East Art Map (eds.
Irwin, Afterall / MIT Press, 2006) and a single in
New Feminism, Queer and Networking Conditions
(eds. Gržinić and Reitshamer, Loecker Verlaag,
2008), besides texts in edited readers published by
art institutions, various biannual manifestations
starting with Biannual in Venice 1999 (in Edizioni
Charta, Milan), including online magazine of
Documenta in Kassel (2007). She is an editor of
the reader Žena na raskrižju ideologija (HULU,
2007). She was an associate editor of issues of
New Moment (East Art Map / 2001), The
International Journal of the Arts in Society (2/2007),
a the member of the board Artists in Scientist in the
Times of War in Leonardo Journal by MIT Press.
She teaches Visual Culture, Media Arts and
Propaganda Systems in Arts at Dept for Cultural
Studies, University of Rijeka.

Wouter Vanstiphout
Prof. Dr. Wouter Vanstiphout is architectural histori-
an and urbanist, and member of Crimson collec-
tive. He published in many journals and magazines
and teaches in various universities like Harvard
and Vienna Academy.

Mikkel Bolt 
Mikkel Bolt is an art historian and lecturer at the
Department of Comparative Literature and Modern
Culture, University of Copenhagen. He has,
amongst others, written the book Den Sidste avant-
garde. Situationistisk Internationale hinsides kunst
og politik  (“The Last avant-garde. Situationist
International beyond art and politics”) and edited

Writers/Artists
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(France). Selected group exhibitions: Comfortably
Numb, Kultur Kontakt, Vienna (2006), Dada East?
The Romanians of Cabaret Voltaire, Cabaret
Voltaire, Zűrich (2006 – 07), Chaos: The Age of
Confusion, Bucharest Biennale 2 (2006).

Akram Zaatari
Akram Zaatari, artist, was born in Saida, Lebanon,
in 1966 and lives in Beirut. Founding member of
the "Arab Image Foundation" and "The Lebanese
Association For Contemporary Art", he exhibeted in
Kunstverein Munchen, Munich, Germany; Galerie
Sfeir-Semler, Hamburg, Germany; La Caixa,
Barcelona, Spain; De Appel Center, Amsterdam,
The Netherlands; Goethe Instititute, Beirut,
Lebanon, etc.

Nicole Brenez
Nicole Brenez is a lecturer in Cinema Studies at
the University of Paris-1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.

Jakob Kolding
Jakob Kolding, danish artist born in 1971, lives and
works in Berlin. He exhibited in Team Gallery, New
York, USA; Centre d'Edition Contemporaine,
Geneva, Switzerland; Galleri 54, Goteburg,
Sweden; Finish Museum of Photography, Helsinki,
Finland; Forumgalleriet, Malmo, Sweden; South
London Gallery, United Kingdom; BAC, Geneve,
Switzerland; De Appel, Amsterdam, The
Nederlands; REC, Berlin Germany; Center for
Contemporary Art, Malmo, Sweden; CCA Wattis
Institute for Contemporary Arts, San Francisco,
USA, etc.

José Freire
José Freire is the owner of Team, a contemporary
art gallery in Soho. He founded Team in 1996. The
gallery roster is a mix of international artists such
as Cory Arcangel, Pierre Bismuth, Slater Bradley,
Gardar Eide Einarsson, Ryan McGinley, Dawn
Mellor, Gert & Uwe Tobias and Banks Violette.
Freire is a Doctoral Candidate in the Cinema
Studies program at NYU.

Jakup Ferri
Jakup Ferri is an artist born in Prishtina, Kosovo,
former Yugoslavia. He works and lives in
Amsterdam, Netherlands and Prishtina, Kosovo.

He exhibited in Artists Space, New York City, USA;
Kunstlerhaus Stuttgart, Germany; Quadrennial for
Contemporary Art, Copenhagen, Denmark; Centro
de Arte Moderna Jose de Azeredo Perdigao,
Lisbon, Portugal; Prague Biennale 3, Prague,
Czech Republic, Center for Contemporary Art,
Chisinau, Moldavia; 9th Istanbul Biennial, Turkey,
etc.

Solvej Helweg Ovesen
Solvej Helweg Ovesen, born 1974 in Denmark has
been a member of the curatorial workshop pro-
gramme since November 2004. She is co-curator
of the 7th Werkleitz Biennial 2006 and the1st
Quadrennial for Contemporary Art in Denmark,
2007/08 in Copenhagen.

Democracia
Democracia was formed in Madrid (Spain) by Iván
López and Pablo España. Their decision to work
as a group springs from the intention of engaging
in an artistic practice centred on discussion and the
clash of ideas and forms of action. They also work
in publishing (they are directors of Nolens Volens
magazine) and curatorial projects (No Futuro,
Madrid Abierto 2008, Creador de Dueños). They
were founders and part of El Perro group (1989-
2006).

Internacional Errorista
The Internacional Errorista was born from the
Argentine group Etcétera* to expand on their ideas.
The Errorists were created for a protest to take
place during the visit of George W. Bush and the
Summit of the Americas in Mar del Plata in 2005.
Today is an International organization with member
from the 5 continents. The collective participated in
the counter-summit called 'The People's Summit'
where there was an international gathering of
social organisations, peasant movements, Leftist
parties, NGOs and independent media, human
rights organisations and student unions. Within this
summit various demonstrations and cultural events
were conducted.

Alex Mirutziu
Alex Mirutziu is a Romanian artist whose work cuts
across multiple domains, including conceptual writ-
ing, performance, photography and video installa-
tions. His work interrogates social processes with

ephemeral emergents, using reference beyond
itself and abduction of indexes as main constructs
in an attempt to reconfigure the relation between
information – form, psychophysical language and
content, challenging origins and meaning. He stud-
ied at University of Fine Arts from Cluj, University of
Fine Arts, Cuenca, Spain and he hold an MA iin
Drama and Physical Theatre, at the University of
Huddersfield, Great Britain. His work was exhibited
at Liverpool Biennial 2008 , Optica Madrid,
International Festival of French Theatre, GayWise
Festival, Magmart – International Video Art Festiva,
Cum2Cut Film Festival. He lives in Romania and
the U.K.

Răzvan Ion
Răzvan Ion is theoretician, curator, cultural manager
and political activist. He is the co-editor (with Eugen
Radescu), of the magazine PAVILION, co-director of
Bucharest Biennale and in 2008 he was appointed
as director of PAVILION UNICREDIT- center for con-
temporary art & culture. He lectured at University of
California -Berkeley, Headlands Center for the Arts-
California, Political Science Faculty - Cluj, Art
Academy - Timisoara, La Casa Encedida - Madrid,
Calouste Gulbenkian - Lisbon, etc. He write in differ-
ent magazines and newspapers. Now he is working
on the curatorial project "Exploring the Return of
Repression". Lives and works in Bucharest. 

Carlos Aires
Carlos Aires was born in Spain, in 1974. Aires has
a MA in photography at The Ohio State University,
Ohio, USA and a PhD in Arts at Faculty of Fine Art
Alonso Cano of Granada in Spain. Lives and works
in Antwerpen (Belgium) and Málaga (Spain).
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