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VLV·�DQG�EHJDQ�DV�D�¶VHDUFK�IRU�DQ�

DOWHUQDWLYH�OLIHVW\OH�WKDW�LV�QR�

ORQJHU�GRPLQDWHG�E\�VSHHG�DQG�FRQWLQX�

RXV�PRELOLW\·��7KH�IHVWLYDO�WRRN�SODFH�

LQ�VHYHUDO�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FLWLHV�
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QLFDWLRQV�WHFKQRORJ\�FDQ�UHVROYH�WKH�

FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�HFRORJ\�DQG�PRELOLW\�

ZDV�E\�QR�PHDQV�FRQÀUPHG�GXULQJ�

(OHFWUR6PRJ��EXW�RQFH�DJDLQ�SUREOHPD�

WL]HG��QRW�LQ�WKH�ODVW�SODFH�E\�WKH�

UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�GLIIHUHQW�¶UHJLPHV�RI�

PRELOLW\·�WKDW�DUH�DFWLYH�RQ�WKH�ORFDO�

DQG�JOREDO�OHYHOV�DQG�DIIHFW�RQH�

DQRWKHU�

6XVWDLQDELOLW\�DQG�HFRORJ\�LV�

PHUHO\�RQH�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�PRELOLW\�DV�

D�VRFLDO�TXHVWLRQ��,Q�WKH�OLJKW�RI�

JOREDOL]DWLRQ��WKH�QHZ�WHFKQRORJ\�DQG�

VRFLRSROLWLFDO�GHYHORSPHQWV�RQ�WKH�

ORFDO�DQG�JOREDO�OHYHOV��LW�LV�HTXDO�

O\�DERXW�PRELOLW\�YHUVXV�LPPRELOLW\�

LQ�WHUPV�RI�SHRSOH��GDWD��FDSLWDO�DQG�

SURGXFWV��,W�LV�DOVR�DERXW�PRELOLW\�

SULYLOHJHV�DQG�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI�PRYH�

PHQW��RU�ODFN�WKHUHRI��RI�SRSXODWLRQ�

JURXSV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOV��DERXW�LQFHV�

VDQW�ÁRZV�RI�GDWD��WKH�HQWLFHPHQWV�RI�

FDSLWDO�DQG�IUHH�FRPPRGLW\�PDUNHWV�

7KLV�LVVXH�RI�2SHQ�H[SORUHV�WKH�

LQWHUQDO�FRQWUDGLFWLRQV�RI�SUH�

YDLOLQJ�PRELOLW\�UHJLPHV�DQG�WKHLU�

HIIHFWV�RQ�VRFLDO�DQG�SK\VLFDO�VSDFH��

$GYDQFHG�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV�WHFKQRO�

RJ\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHYHDOLQJ�LWVHOI�WR�

EH�D�FOHDQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�IRU�SK\VLFDO�

PRYHPHQW�IURP�SODFH�WR�SODFH��VHHPV�

WR�SDYH�WKH�ZD\�IRU�DQ�LQFUHDVH�RI�

SK\VLFDO�DQG�PRWRUL]HG�PRELOLW\��7KH�

DFFHOHUDWLQJ�ÁRZV�RI�GDWD�DQG�FRPPRG�

LWLHV�VWDQG�LQ�VKDUS�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�

HOERZURRP�DIIRUGHG�WR�WKH�ELRORJL�

FDO�ERG\��ZKLFK�LQ�IDFW�LV�IRUFHG�WR�D�

VWDQGVWLOO��$QG�ZKLOH�GDWD��JRRGV�DQG�

FDSLWDO�KDYH�EHHQ�IUHHG�RI�WKHLU�WHU�

ULWRULDO�UHVWULFWLRQV��WKH�RSSRVLWH�

LV�WUXH�IRU�D�JURZLQJ�SRUWLRQ�RI�WKH�

ZRUOG·V�SRSXODWLRQ��ERUGHU�UHJLPHV��

VXUYHLOODQFH�DQG�LGHQWLW\�FRQWURO�

DUH�EHLQJ�LQWHQVLÀHG�DW�D�UDSLG�SDFH��

,Q�VKRUW��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG�WKHUH�LV�D�

TXHVWLRQ�RI�DQ�XQFXUEHG�DQG�XQFRQ�

WUROOHG�LQFUHDVH�RI�PRELOLW\��ZKLOH�

RQ�WKH�RWKHU��VHJUHJDWLQJ�ÀOWUDWLRQV�

DUH�WDNLQJ�SODFH�

.OXLWHQEHUJ�H[SORUHV�WKH�FRQWUD�

GLFWRU\�UHJLPHV�RI��LP�PRELOLW\�LQ�KLV�

LQWURGXFWRU\�HVVD\�DQG�VHDUFKHV�IRU�D�

SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�LQWHUYHQWLRQ��+H�SUR�
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RP\·�RI�PRELOLW\��ZKHUHE\�WKH�ERXQG�

OHVV�ORQJLQJ�IRU�IUHHGRP�RI�PRYHPHQW�

LQWHQVLÀHV�WR�WKH�SRLQW�RI�D�¶IDWDO�

ZRUOGZLGH�VWDQGVWLOO·��)ROORZLQJ�WKH�

H[DPSOH�RI�6DVNLD�6DVVHQ��KH�FRQ�

FOXGHV�E\�WXUQLQJ�WR�WKH�ORFDO�DV�D�

FRQWH[W�IURP�ZKLFK�HIIHFWLYH�FRXQWHU�

IRUFHV�FDQ�EH�JHQHUDWHG�RQ�WKH�JOREDO�

OHYHO��)URP�DQRWKHU�OLQH�RI�DSSURDFK��

QDPHO\�WKH�UKL]RPDWLFV�RI�'HOHX]H�DQG�

*XDWWDUL��SKLORVRSKHU�DQG�MXULVW�0DUF�

6FKXLOHQEXUJ�DUJXHV�IRU�FRQQHFWLYLW\�

ZLWK�WKH�ORFDO��LQWURGXFLQJ�D�QHZ�WHUP�

LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG��WHUURLU��D�FRQWH[WXDO�

L]HG�DSSURDFK�WR�SODFH�DQG�LGHQWLW\�LQ�

ZKLFK�WKH�HPSKDVLV�OLHV�RQ�WKH�G\QDPLF�

UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�REMHFWV�DQG�SHRSOH��

&KDUORWWH�/HEEH��DUFKLWHFWXUH�UH�

VHDUFKHU��DQG�)ORULDQ�6FKQHLGHU��PHGLD�

DUWLVW�DQG�ÀOPPDNHU��HDFK�DGGUHVV�WKH�

DPELYDOHQFH�RI�WKH�SUHVHQW�ERUGHU�UH�

JLPHV��/HEEH�DQDO\VHV�KRZ�WKH�H[WHUQDO�

ERUGHUV�RI�WKH�6FKHQJHQ�$UHD�DUH�EHLQJ�

PRUH�DQG�PRUH�VWULFWO\�JXDUGHG�ZLWK�

WKH�KHOS�RI�QHZ�GLJLWDO�WHFKQLTXHV��LQ�

RUGHU�WR�UHJXODWH�PRELOLW\��6KH�VHHV�

WKH�ULVH�RI�D�GLVSRVLWLI�VXUYHLOODQFH��

WKH�%DQ�RSWLFRQ��6FKQHLGHU��VHHNLQJ�D�

QHZ�WKHRU\�RI�ERUGHUV�DQG�D�GLIIHUHQW�

DSSURDFK�WR�PRELOLW\��DUJXHV�LQ�ID�

YRXU�RI�DEDQGRQLQJ�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�WKH�

QDWLRQ�VWDWH�DQG�DGYDQFHV�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�

¶WUDQVQDWLRQDOLW\·��$UFKLWHFWXUH�WKHR�

ULVW�:LP�1LMHQKXLV�SUHVHQWV�D�¶GURPR�

ORJLFDO·�KLVWRU\�RI�PRELOLW\��OHDGLQJ�

WR�WKH�WRSLFDO�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�H[LOH�

PHDQV�LQ�WRGD\·V�¶H[LW�FLW\·��

&XOWXUH�FULWLF�%ULDQ�+ROPHV�H[DP�

LQHV�WKH�WHFKQRORJLFDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�

VLGH�RI�WKH�FDSLWDOLVW�PRELOLW\�

V\VWHP��KH�DQDO\VHV�WKH�LQWHUPR�

GDO�GLVWULEXWLRQ�DQG�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�

LQGXVWU\��LQ�SDUWLFXODU�FRQWDLQHU�

VKLSSLQJ�DQG�WKH�V\VWHP�RI�MXVW�

LQ�WLPH�SURGXFWLRQ��GUDZLQJ�DPRQJ�

RWKHU�WKLQJV�XSRQ�8UVXOD�%LHPDQQ·V�

YLGHR�ZRUN�&RQWDLQHG�0RELOLW\��3ROLWLFDO�

VRFLRORJLVW�0HULMQ�2XGHQDPSVHQ�DQG�

DUFKLWHFWXUH�UHVHDUFKHU�0LJXHO�

5REOHV�'XUiQ�LQWHUYLHZHG�WKH�VRFLDO�

JHRJUDSKHU�'DYLG�+DUYH\��ZKR�WKHR�

UL]HV�RQ�WKH�VSDWLDO�HIIHFWV�RI�FDSL�

WDO�DFFXPXODWLRQ�

-RKQ�7KDFNDUD��GHVLJQ�FULWLF��

UHÁHFWV�XSRQ�WKH�OLPLWDWLRQV�RI�PRELO�

LW\�DV�D�FKDOOHQJH�IRU�GHVLJQHUV��

ZKR�RXJKW�WR�VHHN�QHZ�ZD\V�RI�XVLQJ�

VSDFH�DQG�WLPH��7KURXJK�D�SUREOHPD�

WL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�PRELOLW\�RI�IRRG�DQG�

LWV�WUDFNLQJ��PHGLD�WKHRULVW�7DWLDQD�

*RU\XFKHYD�LQYHVWLJDWHV�WKH�SUHFRQ�

GLWLRQV�IRU�D�GHPRFUDWLF�GHVLJQ�RI�

WHFKQRORJ\��$UFKLWHFW�1HUHD�&DOYLOOR�

H[SRXQGV�XSRQ�WKH�SURMHFW�,Q�WKH�$LU��

ZKLFK�IRFXVHV�RQ�FROOHFWLQJ�GDWD�WR�

YLVXDOL]H�LQYLVLEOH�HOHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�

XUEDQ�DWPRVSKHUH�DQG�DLPV�DW�EHLQJ�

D�WRRO�IRU�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�DZDUHQHVV�

DQG�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�FLW\�LQKDELW�

DQWV��7KH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�E\�GHVLJQ�DQG�

UHVHDUFK�FROOHFWLYH�0HWDKDYHQ�LV�

DERXW�WKH�PRELOLW\�RI�PRQH\��,Q�0RELOH�

0RQH\��WKH\�HQYLVDJH�QHZ�IRUPV�RI�

PRQH\�DQG�FDSLWDO�

/DVW�EXW�QRW�OHDVW��LQ�WKH�FROXPQ��

PHGLD�WKHRULVW�-RVV�+DQGV��ZKRVH�#�LV�

IRU�$FWLYLVP��'LVVHQW��5HVLVWDQFH�DQG�5HEHOOLRQ�

LQ�D�'LJLWDO�&XOWXUH�UHFHQWO\�DSSHDUHG��

GLVFXVVHV�WKH�PRELOL]LQJ�FDSDFLW\�

RI�VRFLDO�PHGLD�LQ�WKH�UHFHQW�HYHQWV�

LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW��DQG�KRZ�WKH\�FDQ�

WUHVSDVV�RQ�VSDFH��WLPH��PRYHPHQW�DQG�

SHUVRQDO�ZLOO�
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mobility of flows 
of capital and 
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achieve ecolog-
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Extreme Displacement 

 It is exactly eleven o’clock in the morn-
ing,  March . We are speaking 
with architect Daan Roggeveen through 
a rather poor Skype connection. Right 
now he is in the departure hall of Xi’an 
International Airport, waiting for his 
flight to Shanghai. He has just enough 
time to give a presentation on Go West, 
a research project that he and journalist 
Michiel Hulshof are currently under-
taking in Central and West China. &e 
topic is the explo-
sion of mobility in the new metropo-
lises that China is stamping out of the 
ground with astounding speed. 

&e setting for this curious talk is 
the opening programme of the Elec-
troSmog Festival for Sustainable 
Immobility. &e idea of the Festival is 
to investigate new 
forms of connectiv-
ity through digital 
networks as alternatives for physical 
travel. In the auditorium of De Balie in 
Amsterdam, and through live streams 
of the Festival on the Internet, Rog-
geveen’s story is supported by a slide-
show of empty highways, ghostly new 
urban landscapes and desolate shopping 
centres. 

Wuhan, the most recent object of 
Hulshof and Roggeveen’s research, is a 
medium-sized city in central China. We 
ask how many cars are added to the flow 
of traffic there each day. &e estimate is 
approximately . As we speak, over 
 cities of comparable size (between 
one and three million inhabitants) 
are being constructed in China, not 
counting the areas of the larger urban 
agglomerations (Beijing, Shanghai, 
Shenzhen/Hong Kong/Guangzhou). 

A quick calculation tells us that a cau-
tious estimate would have to reckon on 
, new cars per day. And then we 
receive comparable reports from Delhi, 
Dhaka and Nairobi through video chats 
with Internet activists, designers, film-
makers – a dizzying panorama of out-
of-control hypermobility throughout 
the entire world. 

After this, the departure point of 
the Festival, a search for sustainable 
immobility, seems almost laughable. 
After all, we haven’t even begun to 
talk about the explosion of air traffic, 
which shows a comparable exponential 
growth. &is headlong rush towards a 
worldwide traffic jam can also be taken, 
however, as a convincing call to seri-
ously look for viable alternatives for the 
persistent compulsion for motorized 
transportation.

  
&e ‘Network of &ings’ and the 
Electronic Cottage
 
Owing to the new developments in 
information and communication tech-
nologies and the transference of physi-
cal production to low-wage countries, 
the Western economies, including the 
Netherlands, have been transformed 
into primarily service and logistics ori-
ented economies. &is has given rise 
to new regimes of mobility, but also 
of immobility. Nowadays, increasingly 
complex flows of transportation are 
being coordinated by equally com-
plex flows of data in order to achieve 
optimal, just-in-time efficiency. An 
ever-finer-meshed tracing net is being 
flung over the physical space in which 
-tagged objects move as nodes in 

. www.gowestproject.com.

. For documentation on 
the festival, see: www.
electrosmogfestival.net/
documentatie. 
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a ‘network of things’. In the meantime, 
workers are increasingly becoming glued 
to their computer screens as the com-
plexity of the logistic operations grows.

$e informationalization of society 
and the economy leads to the rise of 
counterforces, however. Dematerialized 
labour, production 
and distribution 
create the desire for 
physical connectiv-
ity and interaction. 
Body culture, night-
life and tourism are 
recognizable expressions of this. $ey 
also are the most common socially-
accepted forms of satisfying that desire. 
$e great promise of the information 
age was that with the increasing possi-
bilities of information and communica-
tion technology, the necessity and desire 
for physical contact – and accordingly 
mobility – could be drastically reduced, 
and thus ecological sustainability 
strengthened. Considering the above, 
this promise must be called into serious 
question.

Among other things during the 
ElectroSmog Festival, the ideas of 
the American futurologist Alvin Tof-
fler were critically revaluated. In his 
adulated book !e !ird Wave, on ‘the 
coming information age’ written at the 
beginning of the s, Toffler devel-
oped a vision that has become reality 
only in part. One of Toffler’s most 
attractive notions 
was the rise of a 
new type of liv-
ing and work environment called ‘the 
electronic cottage’, a fusion of living 
and working made possible by advanced 

communication networks and an 
economy primarily oriented to informa-
tion processing capacities. According to 
him, it was patently obvious that that 
the home/teleworker in the electronic 
cottage would have a mobility-reducing 
effect. For Toffler, another aspect was 
at least equally important: the saving of 
time. What with travelling to and from 
work having become unnecessary, time 
could be freed up for private life. $is 
would lead to a revitalization of the oikos 
(family, the home) and, in a broader 
sense, to a revitalization of (local) com-
munity life.

$e history of teleworking shows 
the opposite, however. Even after more 
than  years of research, endless series 
of pilot projects and massive invest-
ments, such a revitalization still has not 
got off the ground. $e refinement of 
information technology, the rise of a 
new (under) class of information work-
ers, and in particular the mobilization 
of high-quality information technology 
(laptops, WiFi, third and fourth gen-
eration wireless communications net-
works, smartphones, tablets and other 
handhelds) have not led to relief in the 
private sphere or to a revitalization of 
family and community life. $e oikos has 
fallen hostage to the continual obliga-
tion to produce and the abolition of the 
separation between work and private 
life. And nowadays, the most advanced 
corporate practices are dominated by 
the -hour economy and just-in-time 
production and distribution methods. 
Mobility researchers have ascertained 
that in zones where the density of com-
munication is greatest, mechanized 
mobility actually demonstrates the 

. ‘Informationalization’ 
refers to the dominance 
of information processing 
systems in society and the 
economy, of which ‘compu-
terization’ is only one part. 
See: Manuel Castells, !e 
Rise of the Network Society 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishers, ).

. Alvin Toffler, $e $ird 
Wave (New York: Bantam 
Books, ).
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highest intensity. 
Moreover, in the 
real-time economy, 
the shutting off 
of the ubiquitous 
flow of informa-
tion is a strategic 
risk over which the 
lower echelons in 
the hierarchy of 
information workers have no say what-
soever. Exit or sabotage are in princi-
ple the only possibilities they have to 
choose from.

 
Polar Inertia
 
%e concept of polar inertia can be 
described an accelerated modernity 
where everything happens at the speed 
of light without the need to go any-
where. As Paul Virilio, the philoso-
pher of speed, so beautifully put it, the 
biological body itself is increasingly 
in a state of polar inertia in the midst 
of swirling data flows. As the flows of 
information are accelerated to imme-
diacy, the point where the time it takes 
to transfer information is no longer 
perceptible, the body is forced into a 
state of total immobility. People who 
work at call centres will immediately 
recognize this experience. Architect 
Wim Nijenhuis even speaks of a ‘com-
pulsion to remain seated’, which leads 
to countless physical aberrations, , 
muscle deterioration, pain in the joints, 
bulging physical contours, or even hair 
loss caused by electronic screens lacking 
adequate protection from radiation!

%e emerging regimes of mobility 
and immobility are characterized by 

extreme internal contradictions. %e 
causes are so complex that attempts to 
put them into an unequivocal and lin-
ear perspective are doomed to fail from 
the start. At the same time, there is a 
great ecological and social pressure to 
find solutions for the disruptive forces 
released by these emerging regimes of 
mobility and immobility. What consid-
erably complicates their analysis is the 
fact that they cannot be treated sepa-
rately from the sweeping transformation 
to a global economy in a network soci-
ety. In financial markets, for example, we 
have the picture of an almost completely 
autonomously functioning hypermobile 
system. At the same time, the opposite 
has proven true in the area of migra-
tion. Borders are opened only selectively, 
on the basis of specific socioeconomic 
criteria, but are increasingly closed to a 
majority of the world’s population. %e 
changing border regimes are producing 
new forms of mobility and immobil-
ity that have far-reaching ethical and 
political implications. 

%e causes and effects of the above 
are the subject of intense social debate 
and scientific research, and motiva-
tion for countless international activist 
movements. Out of the boundless desire 
for complete freedom of movement 
(‘sovereign mobility’) rise the contours 
of what Georges Bataille describes as 
a ‘general economy’ of im/mobility. 
According to him, 
man is not a ration-
ally thinking being. 
He is sooner led by 
abundance rather 
than wishing to let 
himself be limited 

. For further elaboration 
of this idea, see among 
other things my essay ‘Dis-
tance versus Desire’ in the 
ElectroSmog Festival blog: 
www.electrosmogfestival.
net////distance-
versus-desire-clearing-the-
electrosmog.
. For an introduction to 
this concept, consult the 
survey by !e Economist, 
www.economist.com/
node/?story_
id=.

. I borrowed the concept 
of ‘general economy’ from: 
Georges Bataille, !e 
Accursed Share: An Essay on 
General Economy, Volume 
I, Consumption (originally, 
La Part Maudite [Paris: Les 
Éditions de Minuit, ]; 
here: New York: Zone 
Books, ). 
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by the force of economic circumstances. 
Such an ethic principle contrasts sharply 
with the political reality of the emerg-
ing regimes of mobility and immobility. 
Moreover, this political reality is at odds 
with the pursuit of ecological stability. A 
thorough analysis of both the emerging 
global political constellations and the 
desire for sovereign mobility is therefore 
necessary in order to avoid a crash and 
escape global gridlock.

 
Borders and Assemblages in 
a Worldwide Digital Age
 
In her book Territory, Authority, Rights, 
sociologist Saskia Sassen analyses the 
new worldwide constellations of ter-
ritory, authority and rights () that 
have arisen hand-in-hand with digital 
networks. Sassen shows how extremely 
complex interactions 
between local actors, 
authorities, eco-
nomic players, tran-
snational and institutional arrangements, 
in combination with new technologies 
and communicative capacities, play a role 
in the forming of new ‘assemblages’ in 
the age of digitalization and globaliza-
tion. She concentrates her analysis in 
particular on two ‘social arenas’ that are 
also of crucial importance for the emerg-
ing regimes of mobility and immobil-
ity: the global financial system and new 
forms of international politics that are 
rooted in local places in the worldwide 
data networks.

)e global financial system seems 
mainly to be characterized by a combina-
tion of placelessness and hypermobility, 
caused by the emergence and integration 

of electronic data networks, according 
to Sassen. With their mix of speed and 
interconnectity, says Sassen, it is not 
easy to demonstrate that these markets 
are embedded in anything social. )ere 
seems to be a possibility of an almost 
purely technical domain that for the 
most part functions autonomously and 
separately from the social context. Its 
autonomy is further reinforced by the 
growing role played by academic finan-
cial economics in the invention of new 
derivatives, the most widely used instru-
ment in contemporary financial markets, 
as well as softwaring that carries out the 
actual transactions. 

In such an autonomously functioning 
system of networks that give real-time 
access (without any loss of time) to all 
relevant financial data, the location from 
which these activities are developed 
no longer seems to play a role. How-
ever, as Sassen points out, the structure 
of this financial system is much more 
emphatically differentiated than the 
above picture would suggest. First of all, 
the increasing complexity of the instru-
ments and the technological knowledge 
that is necessary in order to let these 
markets function are of such a nature 
that they raise the need for what Sassen 
calls ‘cultures of interpretation’. 

 )is expertise is not available to the 
same degree everywhere, so that the 
financial centres where it is abundantly 
at hand become more important. )e 
academic embeddedness of the financial 
system also has its limitations. It does 
not give a completely adequate picture 
of the dynamics of derivatives trading, 
which is also partly influenced by local 
factors. What’s more, it is not always 

. Saskia Sassen, Terri-
tory, Authority, Rights: 
From Medieval to Global 
Assemblages (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 
).

. Ibid., .

. Ibid., .
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possible to unequivocally determine the 
accuracy of risk assessment models and 
the effectiveness of individual firms. 
Blindly trusting 
in software instruments is thus not 
wise. Financial centres where academic 
institutions, businesses, financiers, tech-
nological firms, local authorities (super-
visors) and technological infrastructures 
form nested communities are therefore 
becoming increasingly important. Only 
together, and in mutual interweaving, 
do they have the possibility of operating 
effectively in this new global financial 
system.

$e fact that the financial centres 
do not function autonomously is also 
shown by the guiding principle of 
derivative trading: the individual risks 
connected with investing in specific 
companies and projects are shared by 
multiple players in the market. Moreo-
ver, these are also shared between dif-
ferent territories and economic zones 
within the global financial network. 
Business risks are thus absorbed in the 
system as ‘market risks’.

Because of this, the market as a 
whole is considered better capable of 
covering local risks and absorbing even-
tual disappointing results. $e problem 
that arises here, as the recent financial 
crisis has shown, is that if all of these 
local risks become too great when taken 
together, the hypermobility and inter-
wovenness of transnational capital flows 
is precisely what can threaten the func-
tioning, even the continued existence, 
of the financial system as a whole. Like-
wise, the increased importance of local 
financial centres such as Wall Street, 
City of London, Tokyo and Frankfurt 

a/M that operate in a global financial 
market paves the way to the creation of 
hypermonopolies or oligopoly. If they 
are too strongly affected by risky deriva-
tives, they can suddenly tumble and set 
off a cataclysmic downward spiral in 
markets across the globe (in real-time). 
$is happened, for example, in , 
after the failure of Lehman Brothers 
Holdings Inc.

One specific firm localized in one 
specific territorial context can thus spark 
a worldwide financial crisis (although the 
present crisis sooner demonstrates a sys-
temwide failure of the derivatives trade). 
Regional and territorial authorities, 
particularly national and local financial 
supervisors, thereby gain extraordinary 
importance for the functioning of the 
global financial system. $us the financial 
system must be characterized as a hybrid 
type marked by electronic networks 
(placeless) and territorial insertions 
(place-determined). $eir mutual con-
nectivity generates a social arrangement 
in which the global system ultimately is 
embedded.

While the global financial system 
seems to have become borderless, it thus 
by no means has become placeless. Para-
doxically enough, the very same author-
ity that traditionally is responsible for 
policing the borders and the machinery 
of the state is now playing a crucial role 
in the functioning of this global system 
– as supervisor and risk manager. 

 
Cross-Border Horizontal Network 
Connections
 
Sassen points out that the local can be 
multiply scaled. According to her, spe-

. Ibid., .

. Ibid., .
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cific local phenomena, organizations and 
actions can be constituted on several 
levels simultaneously – in a particular 
local setting, but also in different coun-
tries or regions, or within one country 
in different sectors or on different lev-
els of society. &is can generate global 
formations that develop as a network 
of horizontal connections. &ese hori-
zontal networks contrast strongly with 
the hierarchal vertical arrangements 
typical of transnational entities such as 
the International Monetary Fund and 
the World Trade Organization and that 
generally come about through the (ver-
tical) authority of 
the nation-state.

&ese horizontal networks lead to 
possibilities for a new type of cross-
border politics that is at once deeply 
local and digitally connected on a global 
scale. Telecommunications create new 
linkages across space that bypass the 
traditional hierarchies of scale: local 
to national to international. Locally 
rooted actors gain immediate access to 
one another, independent of where they 
are located, and form networks of rela-
tions around shared issues, interests and 
identities. Concrete examples include 
local human rights and environmental 
movements that are mainly active locally 
but through the ‘network of relations’ 
around shared social issues can work and 
communicate directly with one another 
and exert greater pressure on local 
authorities. &ese sorts of local move-
ments become, as Sassen puts it, ‘global 
through the knowing multiplication of 
local practices’. 

Although this kind of cross-border, 
horizontal network connection is gen-

erally less formalized than the hierar-
chical organizational structures of the 
 type – the traditional target of 
anti-globalization protesters – this does 
not mean that these horizontal ties are 
only reserved for informal civilian and 
activist initiatives. Nor do they play a 
marginal role in the new transnational 
politics and economic constellations 
of the globalized world. Influential 
actors such as multinational enterprises, 
international lobby groups, s and 
transnational institutionalized political 
movements can also avail themselves of 
these ties and accordingly bypass tradi-
tional hierarchical (control) structures. 
&e mix of digital networks, platforms 
and transactions with their own social 
logics guides the use of new technolo-
gies. According to Sassen, this signals 
the existence of complex assemblages 
that form specific spatiotemporal orders, 
each with their own capacities, possibili-
ties and vulnerabilities. &ese are hybrid 
constellations of local, territorially-
bound elements and networked, place-
less electronic connections. &ey form 
the basis for the emerging regimes of 
mobility and immobility in (transna-
tional) physical and social exchange. 

 
From Now On, the Border is 
Omnipresent
 
Contrary to what is often assumed, 
with the advent of the new global con-
stellations – or assemblages, as Sassen 
calls them – the nation-state and its 
borders are by no means disappearing. 
On the contrary, they are undergoing a 
fundamental transformation. Of note 
in this regard is that Sassen character-

. Ibid., .

. Ibid., .
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izes institutions like the  and the 
 as temporary indicators of that 
transformation, not as the embodiment 
thereof, as alter-globalists and protest 
actions around summit meetings gen-
erally suggest. According to her, the 
nation-state actually plays a crucial role 
in this transformative process and in 
the functioning of the new political and 
territorial assemblages that are arising 
from it. Guaranteeing the sovereignty of 
the national territory and guarding the 
border was always the privilege of the 
nation-state; it is also the privilege of the 
state to give it up. Countries are open-
ing their doors for foreign investment 
and flows of capital, and governments 
are developing specific visa regimes 
for knowledge workers, or conversely, 
for unskilled and low-paid work. )ey 
are also making agreements with other 
governments for the transference of 
the production of goods and services to 
low-wage countries. )rough this selec-
tive opening of the border, new forms of 
mobility and immobility are emerging 
with respect to knowledge, capital and 
labour. Digital networks are making such 
selective openings possible and opera-
tional, and creating new spatial orders, 
such as the special economic zones in 
China, as well as new temporal orders, 
such as temporary work and residence 
permits and differentiated visa regimes.

)e exclusive right to a territory for 
a homogenized population (language, 
culture, ethnicity), the classical project 
of the nineteenth-century nation-state, 
is being relinquished in favour of a more 
differentiated social, economic and tech-
nological profile. Privileges such as the 
right of establishment and/or residence, 

access to knowledge, infrastructure and 
services are granted to certain actors 
(often multinational enterprises that 
want to open new branches), or to cer-
tain social groups (knowledge workers), 
while these are denied to other groups, 
such as migrants and civilians who do 
not fit the desired profile.

)e governance and control over 
this process requires new informational 
systems that enable a ubiquitous regime 
of information, access, administration, 
profiling and data surveillance. Sassen 
speaks in this regard of a shift from 
geographical borders to ‘embedded bor-
dering capabilities’ operating both sub-
nationally – for example, around special 
investment zones – and transnation-
ally, in international trade agreements. 
Specific rights and juridical protection 
provisos are being de-nationalized. In 
this regard, the international human 
rights organization offers much weaker 
provisos for protection than do the  
regulations, which protect the cross-
border circulation of professionals. 

)e border, once 
considered the geographical demar-
cation of a territory, and the means 
by which the state asserted exclusive 
authority over its physical domain, is 
folding inward, as it were, and trans-
forming into a filter that only gives 
certain groups access to civil privi-
leges and rights. )e emerging border 
regimes operate both inside and out-
side the nation-state and its territory, 
and are dependent on the application 
of networked data profiles and an 
omnipresent surveillance infrastruc-
ture. Consequently, every person, as a 
professional, citizen or migrant, can 

. Ibid., .
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be granted or denied access to specific 
rights and privileges, and also to terri-
tories that no longer are only nationally 
determined, but can assume any desired 
form or scale, from local to global. With 
the help of new tracing technologies 
such as  and biometric scanning, 
freedom of movement is determined 
by the representation (the profile) of 
the biological body in the database. At 
the same time, however, the possibility 
also arises for individual citizens to free 
themselves of ‘state capture’ by making 
use of the new ‘denationalized’ rights 
and privileges. 

)rough the coupling of data files, 
such as in the Netherlands’ euphemis-
tically named ‘citizen service number’ 
(), the ‘data body’ functions as a filter 
for the state-sanctioned national social 
and economic traffic. At the same time, 
it operates supranationally, on account 
of the new database systems that have 
been set up for the purpose of control-
ling international passenger traffic, such 
as the ‘Schengen Information System’ 
developed for the European Schengen 
Area. )e privilege of freedom of move-
ment from place to place within this 
area is granted to citizens of the Schen-
gen countries and holders of a valid visa, 
while the same databases that sanction 
this privilege are used to prevent unde-
sirable ‘aliens’ from crossing the outer 
border or track them down within the 
territory of the Schengen Area.

 
Sovereignty and the Economy 
of Abundance
 
A returning question in regard to the 
emerging regimes of mobility and 

immobility is whether mobility should 
be considered a right or a privilege, by 
which the ecological perspective collides 
with the ethical principle of freedom 
of movement. Attempts to change the 
direction of the growth curve of hyper-
mobility in advanced and developing 
economies have met with virtually no 
success. And influencing behaviour by 
enhancing ecological (self ) awareness 
also offers no effective counterbalance 
to people’s desire to move around freely 
and travel without restriction. Vari-
ous practical interventions to achieve a 
more even distribution of mobility have 
by no means proven capable of curb-
ing this exponential growth. Only one 
mechanism seems capable of activating 
an immediate attitude of behavioural 
correction: the imminent scarcity of 
(energy) sources. Once their price 
threatens to grow too high and the eco-
logical limits become apparent, the logic 
of the market unrelentingly sets in and 
forces a change of behaviour for eco-
nomic reasons.

Unfortunately, human behaviour has 
proved to be anything but rationally 
determined. )e strongest criticism of 
the utilitarian logic of rational economic 
theory, which is based on the division 
of scarce means for the benefit of maxi-
mum satisfaction of demand, is formu-
lated by the French philosopher and 
writer Georges Bataille in his essay on 
‘general economy’. In the first part of 
that essay, Bataille 
contrasts his notion 
of a ‘general econ-
omy’ with what he terms the ‘classical 
economy’. Bataille brilliantly substitutes 
‘sovereignty’ for the utilitarian logic 

. See: Georges Bataille, 
La Part Maudite (Paris: Les 
Éditions de Minuit, ).
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directed at efficiency, and ‘abundance’ 
for (the economy of ) scarcity. He makes 
short work of the utilitarian principle. 
An activity with practical usefulness 
always derives its significance from 
what it is useful for, after all, not from 
the activity itself. To a large extent, 
therefore, that activity is also intrinsi-
cally meaningless or valueless. Bataille 
observes that, on the contrary, in natural 
processes the most crucial activities, 
such as reproduction, are characterized 
by an excessive expenditure of energy. 
Not efficiency but abundance is the 
guiding principle here, not production 
but (boundless) consumption. ‘Life 
beyond utility is the domain of sover-
eignty,’ according to Bataille. Only by 
ridding our activities of the yoke of that 
utility is it possible to come in contact 
with what really – intrinsically – is of 
‘sovereign’ importance for us.

$e technical philosopher Lewis 
Mumford also observes that human 
beings, with their excessively developed 
brains, always have an extreme surplus 
of (mental) energy that must be ‘dis-
placed’ in one way or another. Rational 
criteria play only an 
extremely limited 
role in the expend-
ing of this abundant 
(life) energy. Suppression of these essen-
tially libidinal forces inevitably turns 
against the social order and can even 
eclipse the urge for self preservation.

$e freedom of movement (the right 
to unlimited mobility) is a constitut-
ing element of this ‘sovereignty’ in the 
Bataillian sense. ‘Sovereign mobility’ is 
a cherished achievement of the affluent 
and the self-emancipating sectors of the 

global society. It is soon considered an 
acquired right and not a privilege that 
simply could be given up in the face of 
material limitations. $e sovereign body 
wants to be able to move freely, and 
the cost of that mobility will ultimately 
hardly form an effective restriction in 
curbing the boundless desire to move 
freely from place to place. $e bound-
lessness of this desire also explains why 
the character of the human relation with 
the automobile is much more libidi-
nal and excessive than utilitarian and 
rational.

 
Fault Lines in the Emerging Regimes 
of Worldwide Hypermobility
 
In the search for a responsible develop-
ment of mobility, the balance between 
ethics, sovereignty and sustainability 
is extremely precarious. $e desire for 
sovereign mobility and the necessity 
of attaining ecological and energetic 
stability are advancing straight towards 
a head-on collision. Such a crash sce-
nario has incalculable consequences for 
the ecology, the economy and society. 
However, we should not resign ourselves 
to doom scenarios, which are based 
on the impossibility of taking action 
in the emerging global constellations. 
Doing nothing, not intervening, is not 
an option, nor do attempts to deny the 
desire for sovereign mobility lead to 
solutions. 

$e internal contradictions in the 
emerging regimes of mobility and 
immobility elicit tensions that ulti-
mately will turn against them. Possibili-
ties for intervention present themselves 
precisely where the contradictions 
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become manifest. %ese are the col-
lision points where local realities and 
global dynamics collide, where people 
are confronted with the fact that they 
are excluded from the privileges of 
sovereign transnational hypermobil-
ity. More than anything, the nature of 
these intervention possibilities is local. 
%e complexity, intransparency and 
ungovernable quality of the emerging 
global assemblages of territory, author-
ity and rights that Sassen analyses 
reinforces the importance of the local 
as an anchorage point both for tran-
snational organizations and local civic 
movements.

%e immediate effects of the emerg-
ing global regimes manifest themselves 
at the local level: guarding of the bor-
der, migration, registration, surveil-
lance and identity checks, the flows of 
capital, energy, goods and people (or 
their absence). %is intensified role of 
the local is further strengthened by the 
growing importance of organization at 
the city level compared to that at the 
national level. %is is the preeminent 
place where the forces that produce and 
guide the emerging global consolations 
converge.

In this new urban context of intense 
and digital global connectivity, it is pos-
sible for local initiatives, municipal and 
regional governments, citizens’ initia-
tives, activist groups, s and other 
non-state actors to connect up with 
similar initiatives at other locations. 
%ey can share methods, knowledge and 
experience with each other, coordinate 
actions, or collectively exert pressure on 
national and transnational institutions. 
%e particular strength of horizontally 

organized network connections is that 
these local actors have direct access 
to one another and to each other’s 
knowledge, methods and local capaci-
ties. Whereas in former times, interna-
tional influence could only be exerted 
through national authorities, nowadays 
traditional hierarchical constructions 
of authority are being bypassed. Out 
of what Sassen calls the deliberate 
multiplication of local practices – the 
multiscalar nature of the local – global 
consolations can arise that generate an 
effective counterforce for combating 
undesirable effects of globalization.

%e local level is the logical starting 
point for a nonlinear search for a bal-
ance between the desire for sovereign 
mobility and the necessity for ecological 
and social stability. %e detention camps 
for undesirable aliens are built locally 
and deportation centres burn in the 
local memory. Traffic clogs the streets in 
front of our doors, but our own cars are 
often parked there too, while above us 
in the polluted atmosphere the deafen-
ing roar of the air transport continues 
unabated. %e emerging regimes of 
mobility and immobility take root in the 
local, and they can be addressed in the 
multiplicity of languages and dialects 
spoken there. 

%e crash scenario cannot be ruled 
out just like that, however. %e alarming 
picture that emerged from the opening 
discussion of the ElectroSmog Festival, 
of a planet hurtling at breakneck speed 
towards global gridlock, permits no res-
ignation. %e crash of the present sys-
tem of hypermobility can as yet end in a 
fatal worldwide standstill.
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Marc 
Schuilenburg

$e Right 
to Terroir

Place and Identity 
in Times of 
Immigration and 
Globalization

In order to de-
scribe a sense of  
connection with 
the local without  
denying dynamic 
physical and  
virtual interper-
sonal relation-
ships, philosopher 
Marc Schuilen-

burg introduces 
the term terroir. 
Introducing ter-
roir as a right 
makes it possible 
for new subjecti%-
cations to arise, 
with which the  
relationship be-
tween identity and 
places can be  
restored in  
this age of immi-
gration and 
globalization.



!e Right to Terroir 

#e discussion about how a spe-
ci$c urban practice can lay claim to 
a distinct identity has thus far been 
neglected in the social sciences litera-
ture about immigration and globaliza-
tion. Researchers have written plenty 
about the way in which immigration 
and globalization take place, but you 
could replace these terms with other 
general terms such as mobility. #ese 
writers also usually point out the in%u-
ence of information and communica-
tion processes and the movement of 
people, goods and capital that this sets 
in motion. For example, in Modernity 
at Large, the Indian anthropologist 
Arjun Appadurai demonstrates how 
narratives and images from television, 
Internet and $lms prompt people to 
leave their homelands and head out 
in search of other destinations. An 
important theme 
within that same 
literature is the 
debunking of the 
myth that the local dimension of life 
has disappeared because of migration 
and globalization. #e interpretation 
of the local is indeed exposed to exter-
nal in%uences, and the authority and 
sovereignty of national government has 
waned considerably, but in practice it 
turns out that local connections remain 
important for matters such as place and 
identity. Hence the global and the local 
$nd themselves in a permanent $eld of 
mutual tension. #e mirroring of that 
tension, or the breaching of existing 
orders and the institution of new struc-
tures, is known as a process of deterri-
torialization and reterritorialization.

In this essay I examine the process 

of deterritorialization and reterritorial-
ization on the basis of the term ‘rhizo-
matics’, which was coined by the French 
philosophers Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari. To this end I primarily 
explore the reterritorialization aspect: 
the embedding of the local by means of 
establishing the creation of new rela-
tionships. By introducing the concept 
of terroir I introduce a conceptual shi& 
in Deleuze and Guattari’s legacy, pro-
posing the term as a useful alternative 
in discussions about the consequences 
of migration and globalization. #is 
touches on the 
demise of tradi-
tional community 
relations and the alienation of the 
existence of the average person. It will 
become apparent that terroir allows 
a deeper reading of the relationship 
between place and identity in the 
context of these mobility processes. 
Finally, with the ‘right to terroir’ I 
advocate consideration of the produc-
tive aspect of these processes and thus 
for new articulations of communality.

 
Rhizome
 
#e current debates about migration 
and globalization revolve to a large 
degree around the tension between 
the global and the local, between the 
homogeneous and the heterogeneous, 
or between the universal and the per-
sonal. More than  years ago, in order 
to thematize that tension, Deleuze and 
Guattari introduced the term ‘rhizome’ 
in their  study into the work of 
the author Franz 
Ka+a. A year later 

. A. Appadurai, Moder-
nity at Large: Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization 
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Minnesota Press, ).
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they elaborated this 
concept further in 
‘Rhizome’, a short 
essay which also 
appeared in an adapted form as the 
introduction to Mille plateaux (A !ou-
sand Plateaus). $e word ‘rhizome’ is 
a botanical term that literally means a 
rootstock. $is rootstock is exceptional 
in that it grows horizontally rather 
than vertically and spreads its roots 
below ground over great distances 
in the form of inextricable tangles. 
$is makes it impossible to trace back 
the structure of a rhizome to a single 
origin, core or centre. It has no begin-
ning or end, but seems to simply start 
somewhere; it is always ‘in the middle 
(milieu), between things, inter-being 
(inter-être), intermezzo,’ write Deleuze 
and Guattari in A !ousand Plateaus.

I have no desire 
to hold a philo-
sophical disquisi-
tion about the 
appropriate or 
inappropriate use 
of the term here, 
but I do want to emphasize that Deleuze 
and Guattari contrast the image of a 
rhizome against a mind-set based on a 
tree structure, as encountered in Plato’s 
two-worlds theory and Hegelian dia-
lectics. $is ‘tree-thinking’ is founded 
on a metaphysics in which the process-
driven character of reality is always 
reduced to a single unit or a new whole. 
Proceeding from this, it then establishes 
a series of antitheses: ‘subject-object’, 
‘individual-group’, ‘personal-social’, 
‘normal-abnormal’ and so on. By exten-
sion, this thinking sets itself apart from 

the idea that reality an sich is never 
stable or static. Whitehead called this 
the ‘fallacy of bifurcation’, the attempt 
to subdivide reality into conceptually 
strict distinctions or prede&ned prin-
ciples. A major shortcoming of such 
an approach is 
that it adroitly but 
rather unsatisfac-
torily sidesteps an 
important problem, namely the process 
that precedes and shapes every form of 
arrangement. Hence it cannot explain 
how a speci&c structure has come about 
and acquired precisely this set of prop-
erties and no other. In response to this, 
rhizomatic thought actually operates 
through a multitude of intertwinings 
and intersections that are not prede-
termined. In other words this model 
assumes that everything ‘di(ers’ and 
views reality as a process that is in con-
stant )ux: its signi&cance can only be 
determined in retrospect.

With the term ‘rhizome’, Deleuze 
and Guattari found a highly original 
image for phenomena for which there 
was still a shortage of adequate con-
cepts. In the sense of migration and 
)ows of capital, the fairly abstract 
concept of the rhizome has, not sur-
prisingly, acquired a concrete and 
empirical translation. Well-known 
authors such as Manuel Castells, Saskia 
Sassen and David Harvey argue that 
these )ows expand in every direction 
and are constantly crossing, in)uenc-
ing and reinforcing each other on a 
global scale. Another characteristic is 
that they mobilize and reconstitute the 
world, through migrants having to win 
their place in their new city from exist-
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Towards a Minor Literature 
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Minnesota Press, ). 
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ing inhabitants, for example. It is also 
typical that the greater and the stronger 
the links with the local, the greater 
the chance that the same #ows will 
continue to exist. Deleuze and Guat-
tari rank among the few philosophers 
to have pointed out the interdepend-
ence of two processes in this regard: 
reterritorialization (connecting) and 
deterritorialization (disconnecting). 
In a more general sense, a rhizome is a 
movement that deterritorializes an old 
structure and reterritorializes it into 
a new structure. Deterritorialization 
is about liberating certain meanings 
and functions from existing relation-
ships, which in most cases means that 
a $eld of dispositions is broken open 
by introducing new openings and 
establishing di%erent connections. 
Such an uncoupling can, for example, 
arise around a speci$c theme – take the 
transfer of work to low-wage countries 
like Vietnam and India, for instance. 
However, the momentum of decom-
position always corrects itself. Deleuze 
and Guattari call this reterritorializa-
tion, a process that brings about a 
uni$cation of a social space, a certain 
cohesion of place and identity among 
the persons present. For example, the 
South Central district of Los Angeles 
has metamorphosed fairly swi&ly from 
an African-American neighbourhood 
into a typical Latino environment with 
all the attendant characteristics.

 
From Rhizome to Territory
 
'inking rhizomatically opens up 
other perspectives for looking into the 
question of place and identity in an 

age of immigration and globalization. 
'e meaning of these concepts has 
long been derived from the symbols 
and rituals of the nation-state. 'e 
state’s values and norms were used to 
imbue meaning at the level of identity. 
In the latter decades of the twentieth 
century, the rhizomatic character of 
mobility was praised enthusiasti-
cally as a critique of this modernistic 
body of thought. A boundless world 
would be established in which one wall 
a&er another – ideological, physical, 
mental – would crumble. With that 
the idea of a global identity no longer 
de$ned by nation, family, language or 
religion would take root: the citizen 
was a world citizen and trade was 
world trade. Nowadays people think 
that matters are somewhat more com-
plicated a&er all. 'is does not apply 
only at economic and political levels; 
it turns out that globalization bears an 
individual and emotional price tag as 
well. 'is makes it easy to link the idea 
of a world citizen with a ‘McDonaldi-
zation’ of our culture and thus with 
an increasing lack of identity and an 
uprooted existence. A discussion about 
place and identity must, in my opinion, 
navigate a middle course between the 
two positions. In a liquid world, to 
use Zygmunt Bauman’s terminology, 
how can the urge 
for community be 
actualized without 
lapsing into a naïve world citizen-
ship on the one hand and a conserva-
tive debate about national values and 
norms on the other?

Proceeding from the process of 
deterritorialization and reterritoriali-

. Z. Bauman, Liquid 
Modernity (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, ).
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zation, I wish to limit myself here to a 
discussion of actual places and more 
especially to the social context of two 
typical examples of the contempo-
rary struggle for place and identity: 
the gated community and the terrain 
vague. What kind of communality is 
taking shape here? What signi%ca-
tion is occurring in these spaces? &e 
gated community is a continuation of 
a series of protected environments that 
enjoy access to a rich concentration of 
infrastructural services and amenities. 
&is o'en involves a continuous spatial 
network of places with distinct social, 
cultural, physical and functional char-
acteristics, such as residential domains, 
o(ces, vip lounges, private jets, suvs, 
hotels and golf courses. Examples of 
gated communities, where wealthy 
sections of the population fence them-
selves o. from poorer city quarters, are 
to be found in Asian, African and Latin 
American cities. &e densely populated 
city’s chaos of tra(c, scorching heat, 
criminality and noise pollution reigns 
outside, while inside one %nds every 
imaginable amenity for a ‘city within a 
city’, a complex that is relatively inde-
pendent of its location and immediate 
surroundings. &e inhabitants of such 
complexes have / access to babysit-
ters, support sta., a laundry service, 
a newspaper and magazine delivery 
service, clubhouses, car parks, car 
maintenance and shuttle-bus trans-
portation. &e physical traces that 
exclusion leaves behind in the process 
are typical: fences, barriers, moats, 
guarded gates and ID checks. &e 
upshot is that groups which are less 
mobile – e.g. the unemployed, beggars, 

the homeless, drug 
addicts and failed 
asylum seekers – 
are perceived as a 
threat and denied access to the on-site 
facilities.

&e term I will use for the coun-
terpart of the gated community is 
terrain vague. &is term comes from 
the Spanish architect and critic Ignasi 
de Solà-Morales and refers to a zone 
that still has no %xed identity, a sort of 
between-land or residual space. &e 
intriguing thing 
about this term 
is that the word 
terrain refers to an enclosed space, 
while vague relates to the disruption 
of that same space. &is dual meaning 
builds on the idea of a Temporary 
Autonomous Zone (taz), places meant 
for short-term use before local authori-
ties seize control with their regulatory 
mania. In Hakim Bey’s inspiring  
essay, !e Temporary Autonomous 
Zone, he demonstrates that such places 
have a temporary openness allowing 
di.erent groups to make unrestricted 
and undisturbed use of them: unde-
sirable visitors are not excluded here. 
Like Solà-Morales, Bey was strongly 
in5uenced by the rhizomatic thinking 
of Deleuze and Guattari, and in this 
respect he speaks of ‘a temporary but 
actual location in time and a tempo-
rary but actual location in space.’ &is 
vaguely de%ned 
place, whether a 
vacant, unused 
plot of land in the 
suburbs or an abandoned industrial 
site, has not been o(cially or de%ni-

. M. Schuilenburg, ‘Citizen-
ship Revisited: Denizens and 
Margizens’, Peace Review 
on Citizenship and Social 
Justice, vol.  () no. , 
-.

. H. Bey, T.A.Z.: !e Tem-
porary Autonomous Zone, 
Ontological Anarchy, Poetic 
Terrorism (New York: Auto-
nomedia, ), .

. I. de Solà-Morales, 
‘Terrain Vague’, Quaderns, 
() no. , ‘Water-
Land/Tierra-Agua’, -.
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tively appropriated as yet and assumes 
a temporary elaboration. An important 
function of these fallow sites is that 
they provide space for collective activi-
ties and shelter for society’s marginal 
groups. Familiar examples include 
quarters of East Berlin and the Free 
State of Christiania in Copenhagen, 
but autonomous associations or a 
virtual environment like the World of 
Warcra" video game can also ful#l the 
functions of a terrain vague. 

It should be obvious that a gated 
community has little to do with what 
has been known as ‘the public inter-
est’ since the eighteenth century. It is 
not an adequate response to a public 
problem such as a lack of safety, but 
primarily groups together the self-
interest of its inhabitants. In addition, 
the terrain vague has much in common 
with a utopian-nostalgic conception 
of pre-modern forms of living and 
assumes a genuine desire for pirates’ 
islands and free states. In any event, 
it is evident that what applies to the 
gated community also holds true for 
the terrain vague, where people lay 
claim to place and identity by taking 
destiny into their own hands. $e 
principal e%ect of this – and this is 
the pivotal idea – is that a collective 
form of subjectivity evolves in these 
places. Living together in a zone that 
is demarcated from the outside world, 
such as a guarded urban district or a 
luxury housing project, can thus be 
traced back to a private need, but it 
is also de#ned by a community spirit 
and the wish to establish a collective 
style of living. In the case of the terrain 
vague this also involves the sharing of 

interests and a process of self-organi-
zation that, however transient, results 
in a new collectivity emerging there. 
$is does raise the question of which 
concept can be employed to make con-
crete the claim to such places. For this 
I want to introduce a new term: terroir. 
While rhizomes continue to proliferate 
below ground, terroir relates to the spe-
ci#c qualities of a place, in a manner 
akin to rocks being able to assume the 
colour of the earth. 

 
From Territory to Terroir
 
Anyone who has explored the world 
of wine must have come across the 
concept of terroir, which refers to eve-
rything associated with the grapevine’s 
environment. Wine lovers consider 
terroir to be the most important hall-
mark of a #ne wine. Terroir has been 
causing plenty of furore among wine 
tasters in recent decades, but it is one 
of the most complex terms in the world 
of wine. Surprisingly enough, there is 
no adequate English translation for the 
concept. Sometimes ‘terrain’ is used, 
and one can #nd examples of its trans-
lation as ‘soil’, ‘land’ and ‘ground’, but 
each of these terms is insu&ciently spe-
ci#c to describe all the aspects of terroir 
fully. To gain a better understanding it 
is useful to look at the original French 
term properly. In the  Diction-
naire de l’Académie Françoise, dédié au 
Roy it is de#ned as the typical quality 
or speci#city (odeur, goût) of wine 
that is related to the quality of a place. 
Etymologically, the word terroir is a 
con+ation of tioroer and tieroir, which 
are both derived from the Latin ter-
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ratorium, a variant of territorium. %e 
Latin terra means ‘earth’ or ‘land’, but 
what is it that actually contributes to a 
good terroir?

Terroir is related &rst and fore-
most to geographical and geological 
factors. In that regard it concerns the 
region where a vineyard is situated. 
It more speci&cally concerns the soil 
(clay, slate, sandstone, stones, lime-
stone, marl, and so on) on which the 
vines grow. For example, how quickly 
can the soil absorb rainwater? In this 
regard you could also speak of a locale’s 
natural capital. Surprisingly enough, 
the properties of a soil on, for example, 
the west side of a vineyard can be com-
pletely di'erent to the soil on the south 
side of that same vineyard. %e soil’s 
colour might be di'erent there and 
that, in turn, plays an important role in 
the absorption of sunlight. Dark soils 
absorb more sunlight than lighter soils 
and are more suitable to grape varieties 
for producing red wines. Terroir also 
denotes climatological factors, namely 
a country’s climate and the average 
number of hours of sunshine and 
rain that a parcel of land is exposed 
to. Terroir is also linked to biological 
factors such as the quality of the vines 
and the grape variety: the vines must 
be able to withstand drought, and 
white grapes require less sun than red, 
for example.

Human factors are also part of 
the equation. %e cra(smanship, the 
whole ensemble of knowledge and 
expertise and passion for the work, 
to quote Richard 
Sennett, plays 
an important part 

in the improvement of the conditions 
for the growth of the vines. Take, for 
example, the construction of terraces 
on steep slopes in order to gain greater 
solar exposure and the way the land is 
worked, such as the tackling of weeds 
and moulds. It is di)cult to give a 
complete enumeration of human activ-
ities. %e important thing is that terroir 
cannot exist without cultural and social 
capital, something that was already rec-
ognized by Louis XIV’s military strate-
gist, Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban, in 
the seventeenth century: ‘Le( uncul-
tivated, the best soil is no di'erent to 
poor soil.’ 

%ere is, to conclude, a mystical 
aspect. People from many cultures 
regard wine and its consumption as a 
mystical symbol. ‘I am the wine that I 
drink, and the cupbearer,’ as the 
Persian mystic Abû Yazîd wrote in the 
ninth century. And in relation to 
terroir itself, the American geologist 
James Wilson mentions a spiritual 
aspect, which he describes as ‘the joys, 
the heartbreak, the pride, the sweat, 
and the frustrations of its history,’ 
an aspect some-
times referred to 
as ‘the soul of the 
place’.

In short, terroir is more than the soil 
alone; it points to social, mental and 
ecological processes – what Guattari 
terms an ‘ecosophy’ in Chaosmose – 
which are always 
acting simultane-
ously and mutu-
ally a'ecting each 
other. No matter 
how di'erent these 

. R. Sennett, !e Cra"s-
man (New Haven/London: 
Yale University Press, ).

. J.E. Wilson, Terroir: !e 
Role of Geology, Climate, 
and Culture in the Making of 
French Wines (London: Reed 
Consumer Books, ), .

. F. Guattari, Chaosmose 
(Paris: Galilée, ); trans. 
P. Bains and J. Pefanis as 
Chaosmosis: An Ethico-
Aesthetic Paradigm (Bloo-
mington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 
).
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processes may seem on the surface, 
they come together in the idea that 
under certain circumstances a speci#c 
place acquires meaning and direction 
and that these circumstances can also, 
to a certain extent, be altered so that 
the whole assumes a di$erent actuali-
zation. Let us turn once again to the 
tradition of wine making. Technically 
speaking, parcels of land that are mere 
dozens of metres apart can produce 
wines that taste 
totally di$erent, 
so the wine from 
the one plot is a 
completely dif-
ferent product to 
that from an adja-
cent plot. 'is 
raises the ques-
tion of whether 
one can talk in a 
comparable sense 
about other forms 
of organization 
and identi#cation 
in our everyday 
surroundings.

 
'e Right to Terroir
 
However scanty the signs may be, 
there is reason enough to take up the 
characteristics of terroir and thus give 
a positive thrust to the question of 
place and identity in times of immi-
gration and globalization. It requires 
but a small step to translate the social, 
mental and ecological processes of 
terroir into an urban context and apply 
them to the varied multitude of mean-
ingful places and groups of people in 

the city who o(en touch one another 
but do not overlap. 'e intriguing 
thing about places such as a gated 
community or a terrain vague is that 
there is a communal ‘basis’, a social 
cohesion or interpersonal connection 
expressed in the values and norms that 
apply locally, as is the case with private 
residential domains where inhabit-
ants choose to encounter like-minded 
people. Surprisingly, it turns out that 
safety and security concerns are not a 
reason for this. Many people are more 
likely to be at a loss as to how to deal 
with the modern city’s anonymity, so 
the craving for ‘hospitableness’ fosters 
an environment in which social con-
tacts and neighbourhood bonds are 
formed more easily. A second reason 
for terroir being 
of interest in this 
context is the fact 
that it allows for 
new subjecti#cations, in the form of a 
collective signi#cation, for example. 
'is is evident in the temporary use 
of zones undergoing restructuring as 
places to garden and recreate, which is 
a #ne example of a terrain vague. Sub-
jecti#cation is produced somewhere 
in the interaction 
among the social, 
mental and eco-
logical processes 
and must then be 
reproduced repeat-
edly in order for 
it to survive. 

Communality is 
thus the interim 
‘outcome’ of a local 
group process. 

. Terroir is now also used 
to denote the unique charac-
ter of other products, such 
as the terroirs of fruit, tea, 
co$ee, cheese and tequila. 
See, for example, J. Avelino 
et al., ‘E$ects of Slope Expo-
sure, Altitude and Yield on 
Co$ee Quality in Two Alti-
tude Terroirs of Costa Rica, 
Orosi and Santa María de 
Dota’, Journal of the Science 
of Food and Agriculture, 
vol.  () no. , -
; H. Paxson, ‘Locating 
Value in Artisan Cheese: 
Reverse Engineering Terroir 
for New-World Landscapes’, 
American Anthropologist, 
vol.  () no. , -
; S. Bowen and A.V. 
Zapata, ‘Geographical 
Indications, Terroir, and 
Socioeconomic and Ecologi-
cal Sustainability: 'e Case 
of Tequila’, Journal of Rural 
Studies, vol.  () no. , 
-.

. L. Bijlsma, M. Galle and 
J. Tennekes, ‘De herberg-
zame ruimte van de stads-
wijk’, Justitiële verkenningen, 
() no. , -.

. 'e project initiated by 
the Dutch philosopher Henk 
Oosterling in Rotterdam’s 
Bloemhof neighbourhood 
o$ers a #ne example of this. 
Since , children at the 
Bloemhof primary school 
have been taking lessons in 
judo, gardening, cookery 
and philosophy. 'e aim is 
to train pupils in skills and 
thus teach them to expe-
rience self-con#dence and 
self-respect. See H. Ooster-
ling, Woorden als daden. 
Rotterdam Vakmanstad/
Skillcity 2007-2009 (Rotter-
dam: Jap Sam Books, ).
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To avoid any misunderstanding, 
terroir does not correspond with a 
notion like Blut und Boden – ‘Blood 
and Soil’ – which refers to the link 
between descent (blood) and the land 
that would nourish a people. %e 
vast majority of the world population 
has become far too mobile for such 
a static – and o&en radically nation-
alistic – de'nition. %is means that 
mobility does not relate to migration 
and globalization alone; because of 
tele- and automobilization, a virtual 
and physical increase in scale has taken 
place in many people’s social lives. 
Recognizing the universal problem of 
mobility therefore calls for a contextu-
alizing approach to place and identity 
that shi&s the emphasis to the dynamic 
relations between objects and persons. 
Henri Lefebvre’s classic championing 
of the ‘right to the city’ can serve as 
a starting point for this. %e right to 
the city, writes Lefebvre, is ‘like a cry 
and a demand . . . a transformed and 
renewed right to urban life.’ %is right 
implies a claim to 
places rich in quali-
ties and utilitarian 
value, where there 
is time for encoun-
ter and social inter-
course without commercial motives 
or a pro't-and-loss mentality being 
involved. Lefebvre formulated the right 
to the city in response to the urbaniza-
tion occurring around him and out of a 
desire to organize the social, economic 
and political relations in the city, as 
well as the decisions made about them, 
di*erently. Of particular relevance here 
is that he wanted to append this right 

to the right to education, to work and 
to a minimum standard of living. 

What is now becoming especially 
apparent is how people can assert a 
right or lay claim to their actualization 
of terroir, in other words to the crea-
tion of social relationships and ways 
of life. In that regard several theorists 
refer to the production of ‘the commu-
nal’ (le commun), which is established 
via social connections and encounters. 
Le commun is strictly speaking what 
makes or produces a community, and 
not simply an attribute shared by all of 
its members. An entitlement to this is, 
in my opinion, made possible by trans-
lating Levebvre’s argument from the 
s into the ‘right to terroir’. Under 
the right to terroir 
we must then 
understand rights 
such as the ‘right 
to community’ 
(organizing life in 
small and mean-
ingful places), the 
‘right to di*erence’ 
(a tolerance towards practices that 
diverge from one another), the ‘right to 
openness’ (refraining from determin-
ing how places should look in several 
decades’ time) and the ‘right to citizen-
ship’ (linking rights and responsibili-
ties to local practices). %ese rights tie 
in extremely well with the rhizomatic 
and opaque structure of migration 
and globalization. How one then con-
joins and interlinks all these di*erent 
terroirs is a pre-eminently practical 
challenge.

. H. Lefebvre, Writings on 
Cities, trans. E. Kofman and 
E. Lebas (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, ), . See 
also H. Lefebvre, Le droit à 
la ville (suivi de) Espace et 
politique (Paris: Éditions 
Anthropos, ).

. Here it should be noted 
that recourse to the ‘right 
to terroir’ will proceed 
according to the rules and 
procedures of national 
government. In that sense 
the nation-state continues to 
serve an important function. 
%e in.uence of citizens 
is largely achieved via the 
institutional framework of 
the nation-state, whether 
this involves elections or the 
judiciary.
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Brian Holmes 

Do Containers 
Dream of Electric 
People?

The Social Form 
of Just-in-Time 
Production

Cultural critic 
Brian Holmes 
analyses the 
genesis of the 
distributional 
machinery of 
intermodal trans-
port that circu-
lates commodi-
ties through the 
global economy. 

What are the 
implications for 
our way of life, 
both for people 
tied to a partic-
ular area and for 
migrants? Is it 
possible to escape 
capitalism’s laws 
of motion?



Do Containers Dream of Electric People? 31

British sociologist John Urry has come 
up with an unusual idea: de#ning 
society by the ever-accelerating mobil-
ity of its members. To do this he pro-
poses the concept of mobility-systems: 
‘Historically most societies have been 
characterized by one major mobility-
system that is in an evolving and adap-
tive relationship with that society’s 
economy, through the production and 
consumption of goods and services 
and the attraction and circulation of 
the labour force and consumers . . . 
The richer the society, the greater the 

range of mobility-systems that will 
be present, and the more complex the 
intersections between such systems.’1 
Urry devotes chap-
ters of his book 
Mobilities to four infrastructural 
systems: pathways, trains, automo-
biles and airplanes. Interestingly, he 
suggests that these infrastructures are 
complemented by cultural systems 
serving to represent the movement of 
people and things, to communicate 
about it and to imagine its further 
possibilities. Yet strangely, in a book 

1. J. Urry, Mobilities (Cam-
bridge: Polity, 2007), 51.

karl marx
Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Ökonomie  
(Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy), 
orig. 1858

Once adopted into the production process of capital, the means of labour passes 
through different metamorphoses, whose culmination is the machine, or rather, 
an automatic system of machinery, set in motion by an automaton, a moving 
power that moves itself; this automaton consisting of numerous mechanical 
and intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its 
conscious linkages. In the machine, and even more in machinery as an auto-
matic system, the use value, i.e. the material quality of the means of labour, is 
transformed into an existence adequate to !xed capital and to capital as such; 
and the form in which it was adopted into the production process of capital, the 
direct means of labour, is superseded by a form posited by capital itself and cor-
responding to it. 

‘In no way does the machine appear as the individual worker’s means of 
labour. Its distinguishing characteristic is not in the least, as with the means of 
labour, to transmit the worker’s activity to the object; this activity, rather, is pos-
ited in such a way that it merely transmits the machine’s work, the machine’s 
action, on to the raw material – supervises it and guards against interruptions. 
Not as with the instrument, which the worker animates and makes into his 
organ with his skill and strength, and whose handling therefore depends on his 
virtuosity. Rather, it is the machine which possesses skill and strength in place of 
the worker, is itself the virtuoso, with a soul of its own in the mechanical laws 
acting through it; and it consumes coal, oil etc. (matières instrumentales), just as 
the worker consumes food, to keep up its perpetual motion.
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that gestures towards the concept of 
a technological unconscious, he says 
next to nothing about production 
and distribution. What’s missing from 
his ‘mobilities paradigm’ is container 
shipping and intermodal transport, 
with their associated representational, 
communicational and imaginary tech-
niques. What’s missing is the social 
form of just-in-time production.

Like Margaret Thatcher, Urry 
believes that in the postnational era 
‘there is no such thing as society’.2 
He’s against what 
has been called the 
‘container theory’ 
of the social, which 
relies heavily on spatially bounded 
categories, reinforcing methodological 
nationalism.3 In Mobilities he refers to 
Foucault’s concept 
of governmental-
ity, observing that 
‘state sovereignty 
is exercised on 
territories, popula-
tions and, we may 
add, the move-
ments of populations around that 
territory’. In contrast he insists on the 
increasingly transnational movement 
of populations, and claims that ‘such 
a “mobile population” is immensely 
hard to monitor and govern’.4

Urry is an inno-
vative sociologist, 
seeking patterns of emergent order in 
the vertiginous circulations of neolib-
eral globalism. At its best, his work 
reads like a kaleidoscopic register 
of contemporary life. However, like 
other complexity theorists describ-

ing the dynamics of open systems, he 
fails to take into account the powerful 
drive towards closure that inhabits 
all large-scale system design. Thus he 
ignores the determinant social form of 
informational capitalism – as though, 
entranced by mobilities that exceed 
the capture of the nation-state, he 
had fallen into the very unconscious-
ness that contemporary technologies 
impose.

How to awaken from electric 
dreams? In this text I will describe 
both the technical and the cultural 
dimensions of what is arguably the 
major mobility-system of our time: 
the distributional machinery of inter-
modal transport that circulates com-
modities through the global economy. 
The vector I will use to approach this 
far-&ung system is an imaginary one.

 
Contained Mobility
 
Picture a video projection on the walls 
of a global museum (but it could 
also be your laptop, or an iPhone in 
the city). The video opens with the 
sound of a female voice against the 
background of a swelling sea. It then 
resolves into two contrasting scenes. 
On the left, the computerized view 
of a container port, showing ships 
at berth or in motion through the 
channel. On the right, a surveillance 
camera inside a container, where a 
robust-looking man in an orange shirt 
moves between the spartan furnish-
ings of an improvised room (bed, 
desk, table lamp, maps on the corru-
gated wall). The scenes shift back and 
forth from screen to screen; the graph-

2. J. Urry, Sociology Bey-
ond Societies: Mobilities 
for the Twenty-First Cen-
tury (London: Routledge, 
2000), 5.

3. U. Beck, What Is Glo-
balization? (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2000/German ed. 
1997), 23-24; J. Law, J. 
Urry, ‘Enacting the Social’ 
(Department of Sociology/
Centre for Science Stu-
dies, Lancaster University, 
2003), at www.comp.lancs.
ac.uk/sociology/papers/
Law-Urry-Enacting-the-
Social.pdf.

4. Urry, Mobilities, op. cit. 
(note 1), 49-50.
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ics change in content, granularity and 
focus. The man gets up, sits down, 
strides about, meditates, sleeps. His 
name is Anatol Kuis Zimmermann.A 
scrolling text recounts his destiny: 
born in 1949 of a Belarussian mother 
and an ethnic German father who 
were deported to Siberia; childhood 
in Brest near the Polish border; uni-
versity in Minsk; marriage, children, 
displacement of the family after Cher-
nobyl; liberal, pro-European political 
activities and attempted migration 
to Germany. Thus begins an odyssey 
of deferral, transit and legal limbo, 
carrying this asylum seeker through 
nearly every country in Europe. Life 
as a geography of refusal. The con-
tainer, we are given to understand, is 
now his only home. As the off-screen 
voice explained at the outset, Anatol 
Zimmermann has ‘come ashore in an 
offshore place, in a container world 
that only tolerates the translocal state 
of not being of this place – not of any 
other really – but of existing in a con-
dition of permanent non-belonging, of 
juridical non-existence’. He slips into 
his makeshift bed as a closing text 
appears on the left-hand screen: ‘Eve-
rything new is born illegal.’

The video by Ursula Biemann is 
entitled Contained Mobility (2004).5 
It’s an extradisci-
plinary investiga-
tion, by which I 
mean a work of art 
that seeks knowl-
edge of the world through a con-
frontation with technical operations 
and discourses. A crucial part of this 
search is the interview leading to the 

reconstruction of Zimmermann’s itin-
erary. But that’s classic documentary, 
and as such, it’s not even shown. Nor 
is the location of the container given. 
What makes the work so striking, 
and so useful for an examination of 
contemporary social relations, is the 
juxtaposition between the existential 
narrative of refusal and the abstracted 
imagery of global transport. One 
feels they are mirrors of each other. 
As Biemann notes, the visuality of 
the work is based in every respect on 
simulation: ‘None of the images of 
Contained Mobility document reality. 
Every image is an arti(cial construct: 
a simulated seascape, a visual render-
ing of digital data, a webcam set up 
for a staged scene. 
The video is a con-
ceptual statement 
about a particular 
state of being in 
this world.’6

The question that emerges from 
the conceptual image is double. First, 
what materially constitutes ‘the trans-
local state of not being of this place’? 
And second, what is the relation 
between this displaced mode of exist-
ence and the representational tech-
niques of computer simulation? 

 
Logistical Living
 
Let’s try to answer that (rst question. 
Intermodal transport, a.k.a. contain-
erization, is based on three pillars: 
rigorous standardization of the box 
allowing for stackability in ships 
and transfer by specialized cranes to 
truck or rail; continuous traceability 

5. The video can be seen 
in two parts on YouTube, 
at http://tinyurl.com/con-
tained-mobility. Also see 
http://geobodies.org/01_
art_and_videos/2004_con-
tained_mobility.

6. J.-E. Lundstrom (ed.), 
Ursula Biemann: Mission 
Reports (Bristol: Arnol-
(ni Gallery, 2008), 59. 
The same book includes 
my essay, ‘Extradisci-
plinary Investigations’, 
also at http://eipcp.net/
transversal/0106.
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thanks to a machine-readable bill of 
lading; and &nally, the ability to lock 
a shipment from initial departure to 
&nal destination. Locally standard-
ized containers had been used for land 
and water transport since the late 
nineteenth century, but the onset of 
intermodalism dates to 26 April 1956, 
when Malcom McLean loaded 58 
aluminium truck bodies onto a tanker 
named the Ideal-X for shipment from 
Newark to Houston.7 The water-to-
wheels concept 
offered increases 
in speed and secu-
rity as well as big 
savings on labour, 
all of which was recognized by the us 
government and the military, spurring 
a national standardization process 
that was rati&ed by the International 
Standards Organization in 1970. 
Deregulation of the us transport 
industry began around the same time, 
as a crucial component of the emerg-
ing neoliberal order; it was completed 
in all branches by the early 1980s. The 
rationalization of the docks broke the 
power of the longshoremen’s unions, 
historically the strongest and most 
internationalist sector of the labour 
movement.8 These developments 
smoothed the way 
for an integrated 
intermodal system 
that spread rap-
idly across the world, slashing freight 
costs and making logistics the key 
operational discipline of a globalizing 
economy. Given the military origins 
of logistics, it’s signi&cant that the 
&rst big government contracts with 

McLean’s Sea-Land corporation were 
for war materiel to Vietnam. And it’s 
equally signi&cant that Sea-Land’s 
wartime business became immensely 
pro&table when McLean realized that 
the returning containers could be 
&lled with the rising tide of manufac-
tured goods from Japan.

The late 1960s saw the take-off of 
the Japanese economy, &rst in light 
consumer goods and then, after the 
oil shock of 1973, in fuel-ef&cient 
automobiles. Already the Toyota 
Motor Corporation had developed 
its system of continuous informa-
tion -ow between manufacturer and 
supplier, allowing for the delivery of 
custom-built parts in exact propor-
tion to current needs without costly 
warehousing. The advent of contain-
erization meant that ‘just-in-time’ pro-
duction could be extended to an entire 
East Asian maritime network includ-
ing the ‘Four Tigers’ of Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea 
– a network that would ultimately re-
centre on coastal China.9  In the wake 
of Toyota’s suc-
cess, just-in-time 
or ‘lean’ produc-
tion imposed itself 
on global auto-
makers. It received 
wider attention 
through a best-selling industry study 
entitled The Machine that Changed 
the World (where ‘machine’ refers 
not to a single device but to an inte-
grated process).10 
jit is what made 
the world translo-
cal. However, its 

7. M. Levinson, The Box: 
How the Shipping Con-
tainer Made the World 
Smaller and the World 
Economy Bigger (Prin-
ceton University Press, 
2006), 1 and passim.

8. For a photo/text re-ec-
tion on containerization’s 
consequences for labour, 
see A. Sekula, Fish Story 
(Rotterdam: Witte de With/
Richer Verlag, 1995).

9. P.J. Katzenstein and T. 
Shiraishi, Network Power: 
Japan and Asia (Cornell 
UP, 1997); Ho-Fung Hung, 
‘America’s Head Servant? 
The PRC’s Dilemma in the 
Global Crisis’, New Left 
Review 60, November-
December 2009.

10. J.P. Womack, D.T. 
Jones and D. Roos, The 
Machine that Changed the 
World: The Story of Lean 
Production (New York: 
Rawson Associates, 1990).
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adoption by Western corporations 
after 1989 turned it into something 
very different from the trust-based 
relations between manufacturer and 
supplier extolled by the venerable Mr 
Toyoda. What emerged from the open 
markets of neoliberalism was a vast 
delivery system commanded by retail-
ers engaged in a vicious search for the 
best possible price. And that turned 
out to be the ‘China price’: the lowest 
number on the planet for any category 
of basic manufactured goods.

By 2005, Wal-Mart imported some 
350,000 40-foot containers a year of 
manufactured goods. That’s almost 
30,000 tonnes per day, the majority 
from China.11 The containers pass 
through the ports 
of Long Beach 
and Los Angeles 
before departing 
by rail to truck transhipment centres 
feeding warehouse-sized stores. Thus 
‘the box’ spawned ‘the big box’ – and 
with it, a whole new science of supply 
chain management, whose effect has 
been to drive both prices and wages to 
rock-bottom levels.12 Though big-box 
retailing is most 
common in the 
usa, a list of global 
-rms operating 
on the Wal-Mart model now includes 
‘Carrefour, Aldi, Metro, Royal Ahold, 
Tesco, Ito-Yokado, King-sher, and 
ikea, as well as Home Depot, Costco 
and Best Buy’.13 
What began as a 
formula for auto-
mobile production 
has led to a world-

wide re-articulation of industry, mer-
chandising and consumption.

Since its origins in the early 1980s, 
supply chain management has become 
the obligatory model for globalizing 
businessmen, who adopt just-in-time 
principles as a logistical ethos for 
corporate existence. As a techni-
cal manual explains, ‘the footprint 
of the -rm’s global facilities . . . for 
sourcing, research and development, 
production, distribution and retail 
sales, and the effective coordination 
and management of all 1ows between 
them (information, physical/prod-
uct, and -nancial 1ows) become the 
major determinants of competitive 
success’.14 Marc Levinson, author of 
The Box, describes 
the effects such 
practices had 
on an American 
consumer icon as 
early as the mid-1990s: ‘Workers in 
China produced her statuesque -gure, 
using molds from the United States 
and other machines from Japan and 
Europe. Her nylon hair was Japanese, 
the plastic in her body from Taiwan, 
the pigments American, the cotton 
clothing from China. Barbie, simple 
girl though she is, had developed her 
very own global supply chain.’15

Logistics assem-
bles the raw mate-
rial of our lives. It is in this sense that 
everyone – not just Anatol Zimmer-
mann – lives in a ‘container world’. 
But crucial questions emerge, when 
logistics is generalized into supply 
chain management. How are global 
1ows coordinated with local markets 

11. E. Bonacich and 
J.B. Wilson, Getting the 
Goods: Ports, Labor and 
the Logistics Revolution 
(Cornell University Press, 
2008), 25.

12. See the PBS documen-
tary, Is Wal-Mart Good for 
America? (2004), available 
at www.pbs.org/wgbh/
pages/frontline/shows/
walmart.

13. M. Petrovic and G.G. 
Hamilton, ‘Making Global 
Markets: Wal-Mart and Its 
Suppliers’, in N. Lichten-
stein (ed.), Wal-Mart: The 
Face of 21st Century Capi-
talism (New York: New 
Press 2006), 108.

14. Kouvelis and Su, ‘The 
Structure of Global Sup-
ply Chains’, special issue, 
Foundations and Trends in 
Technology, Information 
and Operations Manage-
ment 1/4, 2005, 1-2.

15. Levinson, The Box, op. 
cit. (note 7), 264.
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to make a pro&t in real time? And 
what effect do the giant distribution 
machines have on the stationary peo-
ple who ultimately receive and con-
sume the mobile commodities?

 
Real-Time Unconscious
 
To answer those questions we must 
deal with the representation of mobil-
ity-systems. At stake are the abstract 
models that regulate the temporal and 
spatial functioning of large and com-
plex production lines. Surprisingly, it 
turns out that by the late 1950s the 
major problem of the big-box retailers 
– coordinating the levels of accessible 
stocks with the rates of )ow through 
stores – had already been solved, theo-
retically at least, by a pioneer of com-
puter simulation.

Jay Wright Forrester was a servo-
mechanisms engineer in the Second 
World War, then head of a programme 
to build the Whirlwind, a multipur-
pose digital computer that was ini-
tially to be used in a )ight simulator. 
That project morphed into the basis 
of the sage radar-defence system (for 
‘semi-automatic ground environ-
ment’).16 By 1956, after inventing 
magnetic core 
memory and over-
seeing the rise of 
ibm as the usa’s 
mainframe sup-
plier, Forrester 
decided that the excitement in the 
computer &eld was over, and switched 
to management studies. His break-
through came two years later, when 
General Electric executives asked 

him to examine their appliance fac-
tories, which would oscillate wildly 
from peak demand to near inactiv-
ity, irrespective of business cycles. He 
immediately recognized the classic 
‘hunting pattern’ that occurs when a 
servomechanism receives undamped 
feedback from an initial action, then 
overcorrects, generating more distort-
ing feedback.

Forrester was convinced that indus-
trial managers were unable to grasp 
the multiple rhythms of giant plants 
hooked into even larger distribution 
systems, and were actually worsening 
their problems instead of curing them. 
He designed a non-linear computer 
modelling program to show how 
policy decisions affecting the rates of 
)ow between &ve interconnected cat-
egories of stocks – materials, orders, 
money, capital equipment and person-
nel – could be represented graphically 
in their effects over time, so as to 
reveal the unforeseen consequences 
of single interventions. The policy 
decisions could then be corrected via 
a sixth category, coordinated feed-
back information. This analysis laid 
the basis of a new managerial logic, 
known as system dynamics.17 

Most histories 
of cybernetics 
never mention 
engineers, focus-
ing instead on 
scientists and 
the occasional 
philosopher.18 
Yet Forrester is 
undoubtedly the 
single most in)u-

16. For Forrester’s invol-
vement in sage, see 
P.N. Edwards, The Closed 
World: Computers and 
the Politics of Discourse in 
Cold War America (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1996), chapters 2 and 3.

17. J.W. Forrester, Indu-
strial Dynamics (Waltham, 
MA: Pegasus Communica-
tions, 1961); Principles of 
Systems (Cambridge, MA: 
Wright-Allen Press, 1968).

18. A notable exception 
is D.A. Mindell, Between 
Human and Machine: 
Feedback, Control, and 
Computing before Cyber-
netics (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 
2002).
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ential cybernetician, since his work 
has allowed the coordination of vast 
production, distribution and consump-
tion processes taking place on opposite 
sides of the planet. It is fascinating 
to realize that his sage radar-defence 
program led very quickly to sabre, 
or ‘semi-automatic business-research 
environment’, which is still the world’s 
largest airline ticketing network. The 
ease with which we ignore the very 
existence of such crucial transport 
systems has everything to do with the 
technological unconscious, arising 
from the automation of large num-
bers of routine actions to which we 
no longer pay the slightest attention. 
Nigel Thrift explains this computer-
ized repetition-compulsion: ‘Through 
the application of a set of technologies 
and knowledges (the two being impos-
sible to separate), a style of repetition 
has been produced which is more con-
trolled and also more open-ended, a 
new kind of roving empiricism which 
continually ties up and undoes itself 
in a search for the most ef+cient ways 
to use the space and time of each 
moment.’19 As the designer of semi-
automatic environ-
ments including 
human beings in 
subordination to 
mechanical and computational devices, 
Forrester was at the origin of this rov-
ing technological unconscious. Yet 
he found that his ideas could not be 
understood by the corporate class he 
was addressing. Only in the 1980s did 
they start making 
intuitive sense to 
managers.20

There was a technical reason. In the 
1960s and 1970s, Forrester’s simula-
tions could not yet run with real-time 
information. Instead, approximate 
models were created and statistical 
forecasting techniques were employed. 
From the 1980s onward, quantum 
leaps in data-gathering and commu-
nications technology transformed all 
that. With the advent of electronic 
data interchange (edi), every aspect 
of production, transport, display and 
sales could be recorded, communi-
cated, represented and analysed, so as 
to continuously map out the position 
and trajectory of each single object 
being handled by a world-spanning 
corporation.21 The result is an ‘execu-
tive information 
system’ that gives 
managers cen-
tralized access to 
a continuously 
evolving set of 
logistical data, bringing dynamic 
simulation over the line into real-
time representation. This provides 
the unprecedented ability to ration-
alize labour at every point along 
the chain, accelerating the pace and 
squeezing workers for higher levels of 
productivity. Still it’s not enough for 
contemporary capitalism. As systems 
designer Paul Westerman explains, 
‘Aggressive retailers (like Wal-Mart) 
will not stop there; they will continue 
until all company data is available for 
analysis. They will build an enterprise 
data warehouse. They give all this 
information to their internal users 
(buyers) and external users (suppliers) 
to exploit and demand measurable 

19. N. Thrift, ‘Remem-
bering the Technological 
Unconscious’, in Knowing 
Capitalism (London: Sage, 
2005), 223.

20. See L. Fisher, ‘The 
Prophet of Unintended 
Consequences’, in Stra-
tegy + Business 40 (Fall 
2005), 7.

21. For de+nitions of edi, 
see G. Boone and D. Kurtz, 
Contemporary Business, 
13th Edition (Hoboken: 
Wiley, 2010), 219-20, as 
well as Bonacich and Wil-
son, Getting the Goods, 
op. cit. (note 11), esp. 5 
and 35.
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improvement’.22 
Such is the formula 
of global supply 
chain manage-
ment, in an information-age economy 
where the ‘push’ of Fordist industrial 
production and state planning has 
been replaced by the ‘pull’ of giant 
retail conglomerates.

With enterprise data warehousing, 
the just-in-time machine becomes both 
extensively and intensively pervasive. 
edi is correlated with cash-'ow, mar-
keting and (nancing information. 
Point-of-sale data is associated with 
individual names on credit cards, then 
combined with cascades of other data 
gleaned from the Internet, generating 
behaviour pro(les that can be used 
for the (ne-tuning of display and 
advertising strategies. The models of 
optimal future performance built on 
the analysis of past actions are then 
relayed upstream to govern the behav-
iour of workers, middle managers and 
suppliers, and downstream to in'u-
ence consumers, creating what Wester-
man calls a ‘uni(ed data system’ (uds) 
embracing every aspect of corporate 
planning. The big boxes of Wal-Mart 
now cast a 70-terabyte information 
shadow. To be sure, the possibilities 
of uds have not yet been fully imple-
mented. edi is still rare among Chi-
nese suppliers, while surveillance 
operators like Google and Facebook 
are only beginning to codify and sell 
our intimate data-bodies. There is no 
need to exaggerate the deployment 
of data integration. But even less can 
one ignore the tremendous advances 
in communication between manufac-

turers and distributors, the increas-
ing granularity of representation that 
this communication makes possible, 
and last but not least, the accelerating 
absorption of consumer imaginaries 
into the managed 'ows of the pull 
economy.

What appears on the horizon is a 
self-shaping or ‘autopoetic’ modelling 
process that can integrate hundreds 
of millions of individuals and billions 
of discrete objects and desires into a 
single mobility-system, where every 
movement is coordinated with every 
other in real time. The integrative 
capacity of this kind of autopoetic 
system is what de(nes the boundary 
of each corporate entity, struggling 
against all others to increase the mar-
ket-share that it controls. Under these 
conditions we live in an ‘open’ world 
of universal free trade across national 
borders, where giant organizations 
strive to impose closure on mobile 
populations. Their computerized 
map becomes our intimate territory.
Such a dystopian state was once the 
exclusive province of science (ction: 
Philip K. Dick novels, where androids 
dreamed of electric sheep. But the 
container, having spawned the big 
box, now seems destined to bring a 
world-spanning containment strategy 
into being. The electronic dream is to 
maintain continuous contact between 
a global production system and you, 
the consumer, whose mobility need 
not signify uncertainty of behaviour. 
According to this dream, no desire 
should linger free without a sale. 
The representational techniques that 
enable such a strategy have seen vast 

22. P. Westerman, Data 
Warehousing: Using the 
Wal-Mart Model (San 
Diego: Academic Press, 
2001), 26.
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changes since the 1960s. Today they 
include multi-agent systems, where 
the decisions of autonomous actors 
are simulated on both the supply and 
the demand sides of the equation.23 
On the basis of 
such simulations, 
multiple autopo-
etic systems are 
orchestrated into 
smoothly functioning machines serv-
ing uni(ed purposes. Yet behind such 
sophisticated devices one can still rec-
ognize the outlines of semi-automated 
environments, where the individual 
)ow-chart of every object and actor is 
analysed into the coordinated curves 
of system dynamics.24 Like an archi-
tectural plan for a global factory in 
motion, those 
intersecting curves 
de(ne the social 
form of just-in-
time production.

 
Escape
 
To tie up the threads of this argument, 
let’s return to what started the whole 
thing rolling: John Urry’s intriguing 
but radically undeveloped concept of 
mobility-systems. It’s ironic to (nd 
Urry, in Sociology Beyond Societies, 
re)ecting that his own discipline will 
not survive its transition to the global 
scale if it does not once again link its 
destinies to social movements.25 Had 
he done exactly 
that with the social 
movement closest 
to his own concerns – namely, tran-
snational migration – he might have 

seen how the spatially bounded ‘con-
tainers’ that formerly de(ned national 
societies are being replaced, not by the 
liberal ideology of ‘open systems’, but 
instead by postliberal constructs like 
the big-box retailers, whose jit dis-
tribution machines are enabled both 
by advanced technology and by deter-
ritorialized state-functions (monetary 
regimes, transport surveillance pro-
grams, selective border controls, ‘for-
eign trade zones’ inscribed in domestic 
territories, etc.). The exploitation and 
oppression that such hybrid constructs 
exert on cut-price migrant labour has 
been made explicit by recent struggles 
of workers in the intermodal transport 
industry.26 And the society shaped by 
these ‘postliberal 
aggregates’ has 
been theorized by 
a group of sociologists who take their 
stand with the migrants.

In a book entitled Escape Routes: 
Control and Subversion in the 21st 
Century, these theorists (nd an 
example of social form in the auto-
mobile industry: the recently opened 
bmw plant in Leipzig, designed by 
the architect Zaha Hadid. As they 
explain, ‘the building enables innova-
tive working-time models and oper-
ating times of 60 to 140 hours per 
week, and because of this the plant 
can react quickly to speci(c changes 
in the market’. What the just-in-time 
factory reveals is the peculiar articu-
lation of openness and closure that 
de(nes a contemporary mobility-sys-
tem: ‘The bmw plant is an interactive 
order, neither open nor closed, but 
open as soon as it incorporates the 

23. For a de(nition see 
any of the recent business 
manuals, such as B. Chaib-
draa and J.P. Müller (eds.), 
Multiagent based Supply 
Chain Management (Sprin-
ger, 2006).

24. This is the thesis of H. 
Akkermans and N. Del-
laert (eds.), ‘The Dynamics 
of Supply Chains and 
Networks’, special issue, 
System Dynamics Review 
21/3 (2005).

25. Urry, Sociology Beyond 
Societies, op. cit. (note 
2), 18.

26. See the articles at 
http://www.warehousewor-
kersunited.org.



Do Containers Dream of Electric People? 43

actors necessary for its functioning, 
and closed as soon as it can protect 
and sustain its functionality. The plant 
is not maintained by its exclusivity 
nor by an internally generated authen-
ticity, but rather by a #uid belonging 
of different independent trajectories 
to an effective system of production. 
It is an aggressive structure, opposing 
everything that sets limits to its own 
internal interests or tries to infuse it 
with impurity. The bmw plant reacts 
aggressively to the fear of viruses, it 
is aseptic, clean, pragmatic: Western 
oblivion at the highest level.’27

Hadid’s jag-
gedly #owing 
architecture ena-
bles the material 
process of inclu-
sion/exclusion in today’s society, while 
helping the public to forget its very 
existence. Here again, semi-automated 
#ows create unconsciousness, eras-
ing histories of emancipation. For 
the authors of Escape Routes, the 
coercive structures of postliberal glo-
balization took form as ‘the answer to 
the wild insurgency and escape that 
emerges after the Second World War’. 
This insurgency reached a peak in 
1968, when the nation-state’s prom-
ise of rights and representation (‘the 
double-R axiom’) was challenged by 
excluded minority subjects. Yet the 
opening of borders and the relaxation 
of social strictures soon gave way to 
the new state-corporate aggregates, 
operating in transnational zones of 
exception without any requirement 
of legitimacy. Under these conditions, 
demands for class, ethnic and gender 

equality lose their effectiveness. The 
paradoxical response is a ‘politics of 
imperceptibility’, whereby migrants 
in their #eeting singularity become 
invisible to postliberal power forma-
tions. Recalling the liminal -gure we 
encountered at the outset, the authors 
of Escape Routes might claim: ‘We are 
all Anatol Zimmermann.’

The incongruity of the asylum 
seeker, abandoned in his improvised 
dwelling amid technological desola-
tion, could evoke this sense of new-
found freedom. As Ursula Biemann 
claims: ‘Everything new is born 
illegal.’ On a more troubling note, 
however, Biemann recounts that at 
one point in her interviews with Zim-
mermann she felt compelled to drop 
her documentary neutrality, offering 
to buy him a counterfeit Polish pass-
port that would eventually grant him 
entry to the European Union: ‘Anatol 
declined. Salvation would have meant 
the death of his problem, which by 
now was obviously not only a burden 
but also the condition with which he 
has come to identify: to march in the 
cracks between nations as the post-
migratory subject into which he has 
mutated.’28 Are we to understand the 
migrant’s fate as 
double, perma-
nently excluded 
from a fully satisfying life, yet irreme-
diably attached to the mirage of inclu-
sion? Would this be the condition of 
life in a container world?

I’ll close, not with an answer to 
those questions, but with a restate-
ment of the enigma constituted by the 
social form of just-in-time production. 

27. Dimitris Papadopoulos, 
Niamh Stephenson and 
Vassilis Tsianos, Escape 
Routes: Control and Sub-
version in the 21st Century 
(London: Pluto, 2008), 26.

28. Lundstrom, Ursula 
Biemann, op. cit. (note 
6), 59.
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As we’ve seen, global society is %lled 
by a rising tide of inexpensive goods, 
managed by increasingly automated 
systems and destined for consumers 
whose very desires are modelled by 
the supply chains. This is the world of 
the commodity, whose concrete prom-
ise of use-value is constantly belied by 
its abstract form as exchange-value. 
The conditions of exchange are such 
that despite the productivity gains of 
technology, work is still devalued to 
a bare minimum: the working day as 
the ‘socially necessary labour time’ 
required for the purchase of a minimal 
basket of commodities. Today it is the 
price of an exploited Chinese working 
day that exerts downward pressure 
on wages everywhere, throwing other 
workers out of a job even as it &oods 
our lives with cheapened goods that 
must be thrown away almost imme-
diately. In this sense, society really is 
de%ned by the ever-accelerating mobil-
ity of its members: workers, manag-
ers, consumers, all differently caught 
within the same compulsion to step 
on the pedal. The Marxist philoso-
pher Moishe Postone points out that 
this dynamics of commodity produc-
tion amounts to a strange destiny of 
‘domination by time’. His abstract 
statement of the problem reads like 
a concrete description of existence 
in the capitalist mobility-system: ‘As 
a result of the general social media-
tion, labour time expenditure is trans-
formed into a temporal norm that 
not only is abstracted from, but also 
stands above and determines, indi-
vidual action. Just as labour is trans-
formed from an action of individuals 

to the alienated general principle of 
the totality under which the individu-
als are subsumed, time expenditure is 
transformed from a result of activity 
into a normative measure for activ-
ity . . . This process, whereby a con-
crete, dependent 
variable of human 
activity becomes 
an abstract, inde-
pendent variable 
governing this 
activity, is real 
and not illusory. 
It is intrinsic to 
the process of 
alienated social 
constitution.’29

Cigar-smoking billionaires still 
exist, of course: I saw them last night 
in Oliver Stone’s new %lm, Money 
Never Sleeps. But the enigma of our 
era is the depersonalized principle 
that governs the estranging machine. 
Capital itself, in all its abstraction, 
is the electric dream. For those who 
do not feel at home in its translocal 
container world, nor free in the ‘wild 
anomaly’ of imperceptible wander-
ings, awakening will have to come 
through an as-yet unimagined social 
subversion of capitalism’s universally 
represented and constantly commu-
nicated laws of motion. It’s a matter 
of somehow altering society’s uncon-
scious rhythms. A tiger’s leap just out 
of time?

29. M. Postone, Time, 
Labor and Social Domi-
nation: A Reinterpretation 
of Marx’s Critical Theory 
(New York: Cambridge UP, 
1993), 214-215. Among 
many commentaries I 
recommend Howard 
Slater’s text on counter-
cultural artistic practice 
as a political cure for alie-
nation: ‘Toward Agonism 
– Moishe Postone’s Time, 
Labour & Social Domi-
nation’ (2006), available 
at www.metamute.org/en/
toward-agonism.
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Wim  
Nijenhuis

Exit City

Home Every-
where and 
Nowhere

Architecture  
historian Wim  
Nijenhuis 
charts the  
history of the 
concept of  
mobility and 
its signi!cance 
for the city 
and its inhabit-
ants since the 
Renaissance. 

Ultimately, 
the modern-
day world city 
seems engulfed 
by the ethereal 
city-world,  
as the philoso-
pher Paul  
Virilio argues. 
There’s only 
one way out: 
exit!
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 We !nd . . . the exit that leads us to 
cities that are based on movement.

Paul Virilio

 
Mobility uproots. Along with the ideal 
of free citizenship, this experience was 
the foundation for the idea of human 
dignity. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
(1463-1494), ‘comet of his time’, was 
banished from Italy on suspicion of 
heresy and ultimately found sanctu-
ary under the protection of Lorenzo de 
Medici in Florence. In his Oration on 
the Dignity of Man (1486) he wrote: 
‘Man is his own Maker.’ He fashioned 
his idea of himself according to the 
rules of the Ars Combinatoria, that 
is to say through the combination and 
stylization of text fragments from 
the Christian tradition and the broad 
domain of Hellenic, Hebrew, Arabic 
and Gnostic thinking. 

His complex text calls our atten-
tion to the question of whether we are 
still free citizens and whether we can 
still fashion a digni!ed and coherent 
story out of our seemingly random 
experiences. This essential question for 
any uprooted individual is once again 
current, now that we have de!nitively 
been cast adrift in the ‘web of trajec-
tories’ of our modern-day mobility 
machinery. 

Giovanni Pico’s freedom was 
not autonomy, but the struggle with 
Fortuna, the goddess of chance. The 
challenge was to forge subjective 
coherence and some sort of capac-
ity to act out of the random ruptures 
occasioned by her whims. This art (of 
existence) demanded an ambivalent 
attitude that Giovanni Pico and other 

great personalities of the Renaissance 
absorbed from Gnostic texts. Exodus, 
the Gnostic !xation on ‘egress’, helped 
them give shape to their otherworldli-
ness: to be in but not to be of this world. 
To Giovanni Pico this was the gift of 
immobility: ‘If one is the centre, one 
remains the gauge of oneself under all 
circumstances,’ and he advised: do not 
become too entangled in the world, be 
nowhere with your heart and nowhere 
with your sinew.

Giovanni Pico undoubtedly travelled 
on horseback, at the time the fastest 
mode of transport available to man. 
In accordance to his otherworldliness, 
his departure consisted of ‘distancing’ 
and ‘mounting’. He distanced himself 
from his home land, and the stupen-
dous velocity of his mount abruptly 
cut him off from the places he passed. 
To depart is to withdraw. We experi-
ence the same phenomenon today in the 
car, the train and the airplane, all of 
which tear us away from our immediate 
surroundings. 

In this context, the expression ‘to 
mount’ is evocative. Giovanni mounted 
his horse and we mount the train. 
Before we are carried off by the pros-
theses of mobility, we !rst make an 
upward movement. This levitation had 
a particular signi!cance for Giovanni 
Pico, given his pronouncements on the 
vertical movement of the soul between 
the apex of mania and the nadir of 
melancholy. Trapped in an incomplete 
ascension, he "oated above the ground 
as a hostage to his own speed. The 
saddle, which enabled him to spare 
his legs, transformed the horse into a 
moving seat, a hippomobile chair, which 
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like the chair at home now provided 
support for the sedentary passenger 
during his displacement. 

While the ailments of travelling by 
foot were avoided by the mobility of 
the horse, the iniquities of long periods 
spent sitting, such as the numbing com-
pression of his posterior, were remedied 
by motility: continually shifting this 
way and that. This incessant motility 
made it possible to forget the immobil-
ity of his own body, and to forget the 
vast expanse of the territorial body, the 
mobility of the animal body was swift 
and violent. 

Melancholy gnawed at the spirit of 
Giovanni Pico. His gaze was !xed on 
the ground, as though he were seeking, 
in this way, to ward off being uprooted. 

The ‘home’ during the Renaissance 
was the house in the city, that is to say 
the house in a geopolitically de!ned 
immobile (immeuble: immovable prop-
erty) and demarcated ‘place’ with a 
historical persistence. At the same 
time, its limits delineated the (military/
legal) territory of a community that 
fabricated itself like a work of art. 
The techniques of the Italian Ragione 
dello Stato (reason of state) served to 
create a rich and powerful home for the 
free citizen. During the Eighty Years’ 
War the Italian city-state became a 
model for the Republic of the United 
Netherlands, a new form of state whose 
geopolitical dimension remained the 
most signi!cant feature of the modern 
nation-state that succeeded it. 

The culture of the Renaissance was 
based on the appearance of things, the 
paint on the canvas, the bricks that 
made up a building, the perspective that 

presented itself. The invention of the 
railway initiated a culture of disappear-
ance. With uniform speed the machine 
raced forth over a course that was "at-
tened and emptied: the earth’s surface 
reliefs vanished under bridges, tunnels, 
excavations and embankments; cross-
ing gates and fences kept out man and 
beast; dissidents were swept away with 
cowcatchers. The gaze from the wagon 
windows averted vertigo by focusing on 
entities in the distance. This panoramic 
view eliminated the foreground, trans-
formed the surroundings into scenery 
and, in the process, signalled the deser-
ti!cation effect of speed on a mental 
level. 

Engine drivers compensated for the 
shocks and vibrations of the industrial 
ensemble by bouncing on their toes, and 
the passengers exhausted themselves in 
compensating with involuntary muscle 
contractions. From the observation 
of the elastic capabilities of cats and 
tigers was born the idea of combatting 
this ‘fatigue’ with springy material. 
With the introduction of spiral coils 
under the wagons and inside the horse-
hair-upholstered seats, the industrial 
violence vanished beneath an almost 
maritime and comforting rocking. 

The writer Gustave Flaubert (1821-
1880) experienced the train journey as 
a variation on waiting. As looking out 
of the train window over-stimulated 
and bored him, he would start to weep 
himself stupid. Getting on dead tired 
shielded him from this misery by means 
of a healthy nap, and he correlated 
‘withdrawing from the surroundings’ 
with ‘departing from one’s person’. 

This ‘retreat into apathy’ became 
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the habit of many passengers. Their 
dozing testi!ed to the fact that for them 
distance had disappeared in favour of 
the time span of the journey. 

With the train began the steady 
liquefaction of the classical city. The 
former ‘place’ mutated into the ‘web of 
trajectories’ of the modern metropolis. 
The restrictive form of settlement was 
obsolete as a principle of security and 
wealth, and it was replaced by the prin-
ciple of unfettered circulation. Spurred 
on by the railway station at its edge, a 
network of broad streets snaked its way 
across what had been the urban ‘sanctu-
ary’ of the past and linked it with newer 
and newer suburbs under the pressure 
of the masses being dragged along in 
the "ow. 

Henceforth the city was a system of 
‘refuges, which man has reserved for his 
brief or permanent abode whenever he 
yearns to cut himself off from the great 
movement that propels humanity’, said 
Ildefons Cerdà in his General Theory 
of Urbanization (1867). In Paris, great 
thoroughfare boulevards radiating from 
the train stations were laid across the 
existing city between 1853 and 1869. 
In contrast to the medieval alleyways 
and open places that had been stages 
for everyday neighbourhood life, they 
re"ected a new idea of the city, predi-
cated on mobility, mass, and progress. 
In 1848 Friedrich Engels wrote that 
‘the boulevards, the great arteries of 
Parisian life, were the stage of the !rst 
great gatherings’. Max Weber (1864-
1920) observed of Rosa Luxemburg 
and Karl Liebknecht: ‘They mobilized 
the street, and the street killed them.’ 
The boulevard made the street the new 

‘place of politics’. 
The boulevards afforded room for 

social mobility. The working-class girl 
Nana in Émile Zola’s novel mingled 
with the bourgeoisie as a cocotte, and 
driving with her latest lover to and from 
the Théâtre des Variétés this femme 
fatale cast her alms, from the height of 
her carriage, to the local residents that 
stayed behind on the pavement.

In his essay ‘Total Mobilization’ 
Ernst Jünger (1895-1990) wonders why 
the majority of people are willing to 
be placated by the heightened level of 
activity of the modern metropolis. The 
secret, he says, lies in a representation 
of freedom that blinds people to the 
fatalist nature of mobilization. In prac-
tice, mobilization means the subjection 
of life to prescriptive demands. The 
useless disappears and everyone is con-
scripted into a great advancing ‘storm 
assault’, which also leaves its mark on 
the urban environment and cultural 
thinking. 

Mobilization, Jünger says, is an act 
of fate, because it is the inevitable con-
tinuation of logistical warfare in peace-
time. During the First World War, 
production capacity and logistics were 
challenged beyond a point of no return, 
which de!nitively transformed all socie-
ties into ‘volcanic metal factories’ in 
competition with one another. 

In Total Mobilization, the Ren-
aissance’s struggle with the random 
withers away, and there is no room for 
the freedom of movement and self-
determination, let alone the right to 
self-preservation, of the Enlightenment. 
Jünger’s answer to the violence of Total 
Mobilization is désinolture: noncha-
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lance, an internally anarchist, detached 
and aesthetic attitude that is closer to 
magic, coincidence and luck than to will 
and desire: ‘In this war . . . I had a very 
impersonal feeling, as though I were 
observing myself through binoculars. 
For the !rst time I could hear the hiss 
of the little projectiles, as though they 
were whistling past a lifeless object.’ 

The futurists went off in search of 
their freedom ‘in speed’. In the charg-
ing automobile they sought the techno-
logical substitute to the femme fatale. 
Just as this vector woman whisked her 
lovers away from reality by beguiling 
their senses, so was the car the vector 
machine that revealed a world beyond 
perspective. Marinetti named his 
racing car Nikè, goddess of victory: 
the victory was over the solidity of the 
view of the world in favour of its gen-
eralized liqui!cation (liquidation by 
liquifaction).

The motorways tamed the car. The 
liquid tumult of the environment was 
converted into a panoramic ‘!lm’ "uidly 
streaming by, even as the design of 
petrol pumps, viaducts and landscape 
suggested a last con!nement in the 
unity and the measure of the national 
territory. 

Goebbels said about the autobahn: 
‘Risk, but with comfort.’ The driver 
!rmly ensconced in padded clothing, 
resembling a moving mummy, vanished 
behind the windscreen into a cabin. The 
smoothness of the motorway, the soft-
ness of the seats, the supple suspension 
and the muf"ing of the engine noise 
and of the whistling wind produced a 
‘heightened sense of well-being’, that 
helped one forget the ‘iron roughness’ 

of the speeding vehicle. Gradually the 
enclosed cabin evolved into our ‘mobile 
living room’ of today, with as typical 
technological problem the quality of 
the ‘liberated seat’. 

The ultimate phase of this process 
was unveiled on television some time 
ago by a BMW advert. We see a car 
driving in the rain. In the front sits 
the driver, in the back a middle-aged 
gentleman. He has a reading lamp, 
a mobile phone, a laptop and a small 
television screen. Everything exudes 
the feel of an imperturbable interior. 
The gentleman pays no attention to 
the landscape rushing by, because he is 
occupied with information coming at 
him at a speed the car can never reach. 
This sedentary passenger ‘inhabits’ the 
time of the electronic information that 
simultaneously, at the speed of light, 
!xes the car in the relatively inert form 
of a traceable and localizable abode. 

Total Mobilization brought us the 
‘dromocratic’ (dromos: race and path) 
megalopolis, where the art of creating 
‘unknown soldiers of speed’ out of all 
social categories has been perfected. 
Since the Second World War we have 
seen the city, with its set place and 
its set dimensions, gradually dissolve 
into the currents of the traf!c system. 
First the metropolis of trajectories 
vanished into the commuter city, scat-
tering pieces of the urban around 
the surrounding countryside. The 
"uid freedom of movement of the car 
then brought about the urban sprawl, 
which is now dissolving in turn into 
the nebular city – the fusion of urban 
areas – putting an end to the traditional 
contrast between city and country, 
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while the relationship between centre 
and periphery is being upended by Edge 
Cities along the motorways. 

‘Being on one’s way’ is becoming a 
regular component of daily life. Those 
who surround us and give the impres-
sion of staying put will often disappear 
forever. Everywhere we see the disin-
tegrating and destabilizing effects of 
the pulsating breath of the transport 
system that deports all the former 
inhabitants in all directions. 

The majority of the people who can 
be found in an urban neighbourhood 
at any given time leave again, either 
because they work there but do not 
spend the night there, or because they 
spend the night there but do not work 
there. Where is the city dweller? Where 
is his neighbourhood, his refuge? Is the 
bus or the commuter train now where 
relationships are initiated? We have to 
learn to see the residential neighbour-
hood as an ‘elastic range’, sometimes 
stretched by a holiday, and the inhab-
itant as a ‘temporary citizen’, whose 
habitat can no longer be localized. 

Fascism waged politics by address-
ing ‘citizens sent on their way’ through 
radio speeches. Between the mobiles on 
the roads and the immobiles at home, 
the radio established a connecting 
speaking space, an elastic sonosphere, 
in which one could be home even when 
one was on the go. During the Second 
World War, British hostesses kept the 
minds of bomber crews off the horrors 
of the moment by keeping them riveted 
to the familiar atmosphere of the home 
front with soft whispers. 

In the 1960s, artists such as Wim 
T. Schippers and groups such as the 

International Situationists (1957-1972) 
sought to resist the elimination of street 
life as a result of ever-increasing auto-
mobile traf!c. The ‘social divorce’ of 
the ‘sluggish bodies’ in the vehicles was 
to be countered by the dérive, the poetic 
wandering on foot with its heightened 
chances for encounter. The functional 
city was an object of revulsion, littered 
with useful goals and logical journeys, 
with as its nadir the pitifully repetitive 
movement pattern of working people. 
The dérives anticipated the urban 
nomad, unfettered and driven by his 
emotions, hailed as the ideal embodi-
ment of expanding leisure time. The 
street was to become the space of the 
‘situation’: ‘A moment in life, con-
cretely and deliberately constructed 
across the grain of the collective organ-
ization of a uniform environment and a 
conjunction of events.’ 

Electronic means of communications 
like television, video and the Internet 
put an end to the ‘situation’. Because 
video technology, as we know it from 
security cameras in parking garages, 
can instantly present places located 
at any distance from the observer, it 
replaces the classical unity of place, 
shared by the observer and the observed 
environment, with a new and unique 
unity of time: real time. The direct 
view, dependent on the transparency 
of the air or the glass, is supplemented 
by video with an indirect view to which 
distance and opacity are no obstacle. 
At the same time, the relationship to 
reality changes, because the real-time 
presentations initiate a ‘teletopologi-
cal reality’ in the consciousness of the 
observer, that is to say that not only do 
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the places come to him thanks to elec-
tromagnetic transfer technology, but 
he also mentally transports himself to 
the places observed, without the actual 
distance playing any role. Topologi-
cally means that reality has acquired 
an elastic topography, while the pre!x 
‘tele’ alludes to the black holes created 
in the mental map of the observer by 
the loss of the unity of place. Once 
the static teletopological reality of the 
video security system is supplemented 
by moving cameras attached to bal-
loons, on cars and in satellites, a global, 
virtual and dynamic environment will 
emerge, in which real time will always 
be the essential unifying principle.

The consequences of this can be 
investigated using a hybrid vehicle 
that will replace the view through the 
windscreen of the car and that could 
be modelled on the cockpit of a "ight 
simulator. The traveller need no longer 
go anywhere to see other places; he 
need not even leave the house. For this 
fusion of dwelling and vehicle, techno-
philosopher Virilio introduced the term 
‘habitacle’. The absolutization of its 
interior will come at the expense of 
the threshold, the architectural detail 
that was the symbol of the relationship 
between ‘home’ and ‘city’ and the locus 
of the neighbourly chat in the doorway. 
Where is the inhabitant of the habitacle 
now home? His location-speci!c dwell-
ing interior with the threshold at the 
exit will mutate, thanks to communica-
tion technology, into an abstract ethe-
real ‘site’, or better yet, an electronic 
anamorphosis of the threshold. 

The ‘politics of the polis’ presumed 
that citizens had to leave their houses 

in order to take part in public affairs, 
but public affairs, under pressure of 
the habitacle, will increasingly be ori-
ented towards those who stay home. 
The public space will be besieged by the 
public image on the display monitors. 
The monumental environments in the 
city, with their hard materials and their 
set dimensions, will be confronted by 
moving and elastic images "owing by as 
an organized stream, which cannot fail 
to make an impact on social, sexual and 
economic relations, which become less 
and less solid by the day. 

In the third millennium, the nebular 
metropolis is being affected by the !rst 
symptoms of ex-urbanization, whereby 
the ‘chosen place’ and ‘the electedd-
omicile’ are being edged out by ‘sites of 
departure’. After the housing debacle, 
which was precipitated by unsecured 
mortgages and the credit crisis, the real 
estate sector is now seeking refuge in 
the latest mutations of the geopoliti-
cal city gates of the past. Throughout 
Europe and Asia, as a result of the 
latest acceleration brought about by the 
high-speed train, we see reconstructions 
of railway stations and airports that 
simultaneously attempt to transform 
them into new urban centres. What is 
being created is the Exit City, a logisti-
cal platform dedicated to the general 
outsourcing of its inhabitants, for which 
Airport City Schiphol and the Utrecht 
Public Transport Terminal are still 
only scale models. Here ‘urban poten-
tial’ is synonymous with the ‘potential 
of the sites of departure’, that is to say 
of the number of ‘passengers in circu-
lation’. City outskirts have to become 
‘high-quality urban centre areas’ 
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(Dutch Ministry of Public Housing, 
Spatial Planning and the Environment), 
‘ultimate sites of urbaneness’ (Dutch 
Government Railways Architect), ‘sites 
where the transport !ows become one 
with . . . urban centres’. In December 
2010 we got a taste of the ‘potential’ 
this fusion will produce, when snow and 
mismanagement forced thousands of 
stranded passengers to spend the night 
on the !oor, on the benches and on the 
quickly improvised cots of the airports 
and railway stations. 

In comparison with the acceleration 
of progress, which continues to be the 
privileged domain of such electronic 
devices for instantaneous transfer as 
the mobile phone, transport systems 
have no more to offer than a gradual 
yet crucial expansion of transport 
capacity. Their focus is no longer on 
speed, but on the reduction of delays 
in the sites of transfer and transit, 
the ‘multimodal platforms’, where 
separate modes of transport like the 
car, the taxi, the (hired) bicycle, the 
bus, the tram, the metro, the train and 
even the airplane come together. The 
strategy is derived from the just-in-
time distribution logistics of freight 
transport, the quantities of which have 
increased exponentially, to the detri-
ment of storage in warehouses. This 
also explains the (network) position of 
all those sites along the coasts of conti-
nents where ground and air transport is 
being combined with maritime freight. 
The source of this transport revolution 
is undeniably at sea; it is a revolution in 
‘load capacity’, symbolized by the con-
tainer ship. 

This casts a unique light on recent 

exercises in ex-urbanization, such as 
the proposal in The Hague in 2007 to 
house 40,000 Polish immigrants in con-
tainers, after this had become common 
housing practice for students in the 
abandoned docklands of Amsterdam. 
The Exit City is based on movement, 
but its currents are relatively ‘"xed’ by 
a fusion with the ‘omnipolis’, which, 
supported by Internet and satellite 
communications, can crop up anywhere 
in ever-changing compositions. In the 
omnipolis, ‘time’ city and intercon-
nective domain of the global real-time 
community, life is not based on the 
‘inertia of a place’ as in the polis and 
the classical city, but on the ‘inertial 
effects’ resulting from instantaneous, 
electromagnetic connections. 

The "rst inertial effect comes from 
the instant traceability of anyone by 
means of GPS tracking, electronic 
ankle bracelets (to which Julian 
Assange was sentenced by a British 
court in December 2010) and implanted 
chips, limited for the time being to 
animals in the wild. We must keep in 
mind that as mobility increases, control 
over it will intensify.

A second inertial effect lies in the 
fact that the real-time connections of 
the omnipolis, through their instan-
taneous and ubiquitous nature, cause 
an effect of contraction in our mental 
space, which surpasses that of the glo-
balization of capital transfer and the 
world economy. The inhabitants of the 
omnipolis will be ‘planetary people’ 
clinging to their devices, for whom the 
world has shrunk to an ‘abstract and 
ethereal point in the void’. 

In the global city currently under 



 

72 Open 2011/No. 21/(Im)Mobility

7UXFN�IURP�*XDWDPDOD�VWRSSHG�DW�WKH�0H[LFDQ�ERUGHU��0DUFK��������

)URP��5D\PRQG�'HSDUGRQ��3DXO�9LULOLR��1DWLYH�/DQG��6WRS�(MHFW��3DULV��

)RQGDWLRQ�&DUWLHU�SRXU�O·DUW�FRQWHPSRUDLQ��������



Exit City  73



 

74 Open 2011/No. 21/(Im)Mobility

$�UHODWLYHO\�QHZ�W\SH�RI�YHVVHO�LV�WKH�¶RSHQ�WRS·�RU�KDWFKOHVV�FRQWDLQHU�

VKLS��7KH�DGYDQWDJH�RI�WKH�RSHQ�WRS�LV�WKDW�LW�VSHHGV�XS�ORDGLQJ�DQG�

XQORDGLQJ�WLPHV��VLQFH�LW�LV�XQQHFHVVDU\�WR�VWRS�DQG�UHPRYH�WKH�ZDWHU�

WLJKW�KDWFKHV�WKDW�FRYHU�WKH�KROGV�RI�RWKHU�W\SHV�RI�FRQWDLQHU�VKLSV�

ZZZ�WUDQVSRUW�RYHU]HH�QO�6FKHSHQ�KWPO

(OHYHQ�FUDQHV�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�XQORDG�WKH�ODUJHVW�FRQWDLQHU�VKLS�LQ�WKH�

ZRUOG��WKH�(PPD�0DHUVN��

)URP�WKH�3RZHUSRLQW�VHULHV�&RQWDLQHU�6KLSV�IRU�%LJ�+DUERXUV��



Exit City  75

/HLS]LJ�6WDWLRQ��D�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�D�VWDWLRQ�DQG�D�VKRSSLQJ�PDOO������

3KRWR��0DWWKLMV�YDQ�:DJHQLQJHQ



76 Open 2011/No. 21/(Im)Mobility

construction, geographical space, with 
its set distances, will take second place. 
The transport system, but especially 
the ‘distanceless gaseous form’ of the 
omnipolis, which is everywhere and 
nowhere, and penetrates everything, 
will undermine not only the boundaries 
and laws of a state but also the local 
identity of its individuals, indeed the 
whole idea of dwelling. 

Always traceable through security 
cameras and GPS, and thanks to the 
mobile phone and the laptop, the lifts, 
the escalators, the stations, the display 
monitors and the airplanes, the dweller 
of the past will transform into the ‘sed-
entary nomad’ of the near future, who 
will be home everywhere (and nowhere). 

The ‘abode in the !ow’ or ‘dwelling 
in traf"c’ that catapults the erstwhile 
city-dwellers in the era of globalization 
undermines the geopolitical foundation 
of the elected domicile and the meaning 
of the address in the city. Whereas 
the city in antiquity was the immobile 
centre of the world, with the Exit City 
we have dispensed with geography, for 
its centre consists of electromagnetic 
connections that know no place and dis-
tance. Today’s axis mundi is the sacred 
axis of real time, spinning around itself 
like a whirlwind the intercontinental 
streams of those other nomads who are 
home nowhere except in the streets, the 
stations, the boats, the tents and the 
camps. 

In his 2010 Spinoza lecture ‘Human-
ism: The Human Being as Work in 
Progress’, Richard Sennett brings up 
two exiles: Spinoza and Pico della 
Mirandola. In their personal victory 
over their displacement, he sees a lesson 

for our world, ‘"lled with mobile people 
– economic migrants and political 
exiles’, because the uprooted migrant 
could "nd its unity in the life story it 
tells. Sennett adds that modern capital-
ism turns ‘everyone into a work migrant 
and many into work exiles’. Holding 
together the fragmentary experiences 
that result from displacement and job 
loss, and that are often sources of suf-
fering and disorientation, Sennett says, 
requires the ability to take a step back: 
‘The social challenge people face in 
doing so comes from those workplaces, 
political regimes, religions and ethnic 
cultures which demand absolute immer-
sion and total engagement.’ In order 
to achieve distance we ‘need an idea of 
ourselves as simultaneously engaged 
and detached’. This could entail a 
prominent role for the city as a ‘mate-
rial factor’. The city, to Sennett, is pri-
marily a ‘tribological training school’, 
where by learning to deal with con!ict, 
resistance and discomfort we can "nd 
a home base after all, as he has argued 
throughout his oeuvre, beginning with 
Flesh and Stone: The Body and the 
City in Western Civilisation (1994). 

Although Sennett’s thinking about 
distance and friction is in!uenced by 
the aesthetics of existence of Michel 
Foucault, with his allusion to Pico 
della Mirandola he places the Gnostic 
problem of the exodus, the egress, on 
the agenda. Playing with the egress 
makes possible a new form of critical 
behaviour, what Peter Sloterdijk calls 
‘otherworldliness’ in ‘Die wahre Irrle-
hre’ (‘The True Heresy’, 1993). This 
was the quest of ancient Gnosticism, 
which formulated for the "rst time in 
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history a dualist principle that makes 
possible an attitude of ‘as if not’: that is 
to say living in this world, without being 
of this world. ‘We are not of this world 
and this world is not of us,’ said the 
Cathars, who without the other world 
they believed in would have been effort-
lessly inserted into the only remaining 
‘world monster’ and would have lost 
themselves in the ‘endlessly twisting 
coils of its bowels’. For both Sennett 
and Sloterdijk our ‘dissolution of the 
global imperative’ will demand an atti-
tude that is dependent on training, dis-
cursive practice and imagination. 

Exile is a typically geographic 
phenomenon. In the free cities of the 
Middle Ages, the exile was someone 
who was condemned to reside extra 
muros, that is to say outside the city, 
and who could no longer come back 
within its legal territory. To signify 
banishment, the jurisdiction of the city 
was demarcated by banning posts. The 
condemned person was considered to 
have left the city once he or she had 
gone past these. This punishment was 
not one directed at the outsider, but at 
the person who had left his or her home 
behind in the city and whom banish-
ment cut off from friends and family. 

In The Global City (1991) Saskia 
Sassen – Sennett’s wife – introduced 
the concept of the ‘global city’: a geo-
graphically diffuse network of ‘speci!c 
places, the spaces, internal dynamics 
and social structures of which are sig-
ni!cant’. Virilio argues that this world 
city, in its congregating effects, will be 
overtaken by the ethereal ‘city-world’ 
of interconnective and instantaneous 
links. In this one and only ‘city-world’, 

everyone, thanks to the mobile phone 
and the laptop, will always be ‘home’, 
because here places of exile have been 
abolished along with distances and 
boundaries. In this time city without an 
‘outside’, banishment can at most mean 
being put ‘on hold’. (Sherry Turkle, 
Alone Together, 2011) 

If in an attempt to resist the integra-
tion pressure of the labour market or 
of our ethnic group we seek refuge in 
the solid and physical world city of the 
future, what kind of city will that be? 
How can we have meaningfully prac-
ticed interaction with an environment 
full of cameras, detectors, body scan-
ners and tracking devices? 

Ultimately . . . as we ascend the 
escalators of the Exit City, the air ter-
minals and the public transport termi-
nals, under the watchful eye of security 
cameras and automatic scanners, sur-
rounded by the streams of the public 
image, grab our mobile phone and 
proceed blindly on our way because we 
are concentrating more on the audio-
visual pseudo-shape of the other carried 
over electromagnetic waves than on the 
"esh-and-blood people around us . . . do 
we not !nd, in the blink of an eye and 
without any discursive strategy what-
soever . . . the exit out of the physical 
world?
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Charlotte Lebbe

The Ban-Opticon 
in the Schengen 
Area

The Ambivalent 
Meaning 
of Mobility

In the process  
of globalization,  
mobility has 
become charac-
terized by ambiv-
alence. On the 
one hand, we are 
witnessing ever 
greater control 
of the move-
ments of migrants, 

and on the other, 
a rich elite can 
travel freely all 
over the world. 
The free %ow of 
people, capital and 
goods within the 
Schengen Area 
has required an 
increasingly stricter 
policing of its 
external borders. 
Combined with 
innovative digital 
techniques, this has 
led to a shift from  
a system of control 
to a proactive 
system of selection 
and exclusion.
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 Globalization is generally (and 
certainly from the point of view of 
modernism) directly associated with 
homogenization, a process in which 
the world evolves into a uni#ed 
whole – the global village. The speed 
with which goods and people travel 
across the globe has risen exponen-
tially and is constantly increasing. 
Thanks to technological innovations, 
distance and time are becoming less 
and less relevant. Hybrid cultural 
expressions con#rm this picture of 
uniformity. Millions of ideas are 
spread all over the world every day 
via the Internet. Nobody blinks an 
eye anymore at phenomena like ‘Thai 
boxing girls in Amsterdam, Asian 
rap in London, Irish bagels, Chinese 
tacos and Mardi Gras Indians in the 
United States or Mexican schoolgirls 
dressed in Greek togas dancing in the 
style of Isadora Duncan’.1 Political 
initiatives tie in 
with this by propa-
gating an open 
border policy. 
Within the Schen-
gen Area, whose territory nearly 
coincides with that of the European 
Union, internal border controls have 
been abolished. Here, the free move-
ment of people, goods, capital and 
services is a reality.

However, the same forces that 
reinforce this picture of a uniform, 
universal world are also at the bot-
tom of the discord and divisions on 
earth. ‘Globalization divides as much 
as it unites; it divides as it unites,’ 
writes Zygmunt Bauman in the 
introduction to his book Globaliza-

tion: The Human 
Consequences.2 
According to Bau-
man, the processes and technologies 
that lead to homogenization are the 
same as those that further polarize 
the world into an elite that travels 
freely around the globe and a major-
ity that is stuck in local social circum-
stances in which it can no longer #nd 
protection against competition from 
other markets, precisely because of 
that time/space compression.

In our information society, 
‘nothing that happens in any part 
of the planet can stay in an intel-
lectual “outside”. No terra nulla, 
no blank spots on the mental map, 
no unknown, let alone unknow-
able lands and peoples.’3 Everyone 
is aware of the 
contrast between 
Western pros-
perity and the poverty that exists 
elsewhere. In a world where natu-
ral boundaries are no longer a real 
obstacle, no one can be blamed for 
dreaming of a better life somewhere 
else. But neither do things remain in 
a material ‘outside’. ‘What happens in 
one place in the world has an in&u-
ence on how other people live, hope 
or expect to live, elsewhere. Nothing 
is truly, or can remain for long, indif-
ferent to anything else – untouched 
and untouching. No well-being of 
one place is innocent of the misery of 
another.’4 

The ‘unity of mankind’ is a dubi-
ous notion, and a ‘hybrid lifestyle’ 
seems reserved for a minority. It soon 
becomes clear that the open border 

1. N.J. Pieterse, quoted in: 
J. Friedman, ‘The Hybridi-
zation of Roots and the 
Abhorrence of the Bush’, 
in: M. Featherstone, S. Lash 
(ed.), Spaces of Culture 
(London: Sage, 1999), 236.

2. Z. Bauman, Globaliza-
tion: The Human Conse-
quences (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1998). 

3. Z. Bauman, Liquid 
Times: Living in an Age of 
Uncertainty (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2007), 5.

4. Ibid., 6.
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policy is attended by a dual move-
ment. The liberalization of commerce 
and %nance at the international level 
has brought with it a fear of crime, 
illegal immigration and terrorism. 
This has led to political calls for re-
establishing the power of the border. 
This development is a departure 
from the idea of the emergence of a 
borderless world in which &ows of 
capital and people move freely. Glo-
balization affects everybody; there 
is no going back. Yet self-assertion 
for an (intellectually and materially) 
‘open’ society, to which the proc-
esses of globalization have brought 
us, is equally out of reach. Whereas 
the idea of progress used to be char-
acterized by optimism, this has now 
turned to fear.

Mobility, in the sense of the free-
dom to move from place to place, 
is seen as an increasingly impor-
tant value in life. But mobility also 
seems to be evolving into a form 
of unequally divided wealth. It is 
becoming the favoured indicator of 
social strati%cation, as Zygmunt Bau-
man describes in his aforementioned 
book, Globalization: The Human 
Consequences.5 No longer seen as 
a primary right, 
it has become a 
privilege of the elite: travelling to 
far-off places is part of ‘the good life’. 
Checklists of ‘must-see’ destinations, 
preferably accompanied by as much 
visual evidence as possible, are the 
distinguishing marks of a privileged 
group. ‘Tourism is a complex industry 
but it has promoted a lifestyle where 
speed is linked with leisure and lei-

sure with money. 
A tourist is not 
a “vagabond”, a 
nomad without 
money.’6 

 
Mobility Regulation
 
Until recently, the state border was 
the locus for the regulation of mobil-
ity. The supervision of transnational 
&ows of people, goods and informa-
tion – and its %ltering out where 
necessary – was one of the four basic 
functions of the Westphalian State 
vouchsafed by the border.7 The other 
functions of the 
border were as ter-
ritorial boundary 
of the sovereignty 
of the state, as an instrument for 
building a national identity and as a 
‘closed power container’ for the mili-
tary defence of the state. 

Globalization presents a challenge 
for the traditional concept of bounda-
ries. ‘Before long,’ says Gerald Blake, 
‘the world political map depicted as 
a mosaic of brightly coloured inde-
pendent sovereign states of equal 
status will have become meaning-
less. It will need to be replaced by a 
map that shows the major political 
and economic blocks, distinguishing 
between the internal and the exter-
nal boundaries of the block.’8 The 
grouping of states 
into political and 
economic regions 
changes the clas-
sical notion of the national boundary. 
Its meaning must now be considered 

5. Bauman, Globalization, 
op. cit. (note 2), 2.

6. D. Bigo, ‘Frontier Con-
trols in the European 
Union: Who is in Control?’, 
in: D. Bigo and E. Guild 
(ed.) Controlling Frontiers: 
Free Movement Into and 
Within Europe (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2005), 87. 

7. The Peace of Westphalia 
(1648) is crucial to the 
concept of sovereignty. 
Since then, there has been 
no higher authority than 
the state.

8. G. Blake, ‘State Limits 
in the Early Twenty-First 
Century: Observations on 
Form and Function’, in: 
Geopolitics, vol. 5 (2000) 
no. 1, 1.
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within a context of supranational enti-
ties such as the European Union (eu), 
the European Free Trade Area (efta), 
the Association of South East Asian 
Nations (asean), the Central Ameri-
can Common Market (cacm), the 
North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (nafta), the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (gcc), etcetera. The liberal 
logic underlying this regionalization 
has made the military signi-cance 
of national boundaries within these 
regions increasingly inexpedient. 
Moreover, modern armament tech-
niques (long-distance artillery, rockets, 
and so forth) have rendered obsolete 
the military defensive function of 
traditional national boundaries. As a 
result, borders today have more of a 
controlling and regulating task than 
a military one. According to Didier 
Bigo, a political scientist specialized in 
security, ‘the priority is no longer on 
sanctions, but on regulation. The issue 
is less about condemning an individ-
ual than about deterring others, but it 
consists above all of managing move-
ment and .ux, of managing groups of 
people in advance, 
analysing their 
potential future, in 
order to normalize 
them.’9

Thus, security at the border today 
is increasingly focused on a new set 
of sociopolitically loaded concerns 
such as drug smuggling, traf-cking in 
humans and weapons, terrorism and 
asylum requests. Even though the 
nature of these phenomena varies 
widely, they are associated with one 
another because of their transnational 

character.10 New 
security methods 
are being devel-
oped and imple-
mented every day. The importance 
of passports and identity papers, per-
missions to travel (invitations) and 
visas is increasing. The monitoring of 
individuals is shifting from localized, 
face-to-face encounters at the border 
to a technology of identi-cation that 
can take place remotely and is kept in 
an electronic database.

 
Panopticon
 
The historian Mark Poster called the 
electronic database for identi-ca-
tion an ‘updated cyber version of the 
Panopticon’.11 The Panopticon derives 
its name from 
the eighteenth-
century design for 
a prison by Jeremy 
Bentham, who 
also dubbed it the 
‘Inspection House’. The innovative 
aspect of this disciplinary apparatus 
lays in the application of new control 
techniques whose only principle was 
surveillance. This was a new type of 
inspection that affected the imagina-
tion more than it did the senses. ‘The 
omniscient eye of the guard meant 
that instead of being physically pun-
ished (“affecting the senses”), prison-
ers were controlled merely by being 
visible (“affect-
ing the imagina-
tion”).’12 Foucault 
described this 
design as a disposi-

9. D. Bigo, Globalised (in)
Security: the Field and the 
Ban-Opticon, 2006, 41, 
found at www.ces.fas.har-
vard.edu/conferences/mus-
lims/Bigo.pdf (last viewed 
on 6 January 2011).

10. W. Walters, ‘The fron-
tiers of the European 
Union: A Geostrategic 
Perspective’, in: Geo-
politics, vol. 9 (2004) no. 3, 
674-698. 

11. M. Poster, ‘Database 
As Discourse, Or Elec-
tronic Interpellations’, 
in: P. Heelas and S. Lash, 
(ed.), Detraditionaliza-
tion (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996). Also see: Bauman, 
Globalization, op. cit. (note 
2), 50-51. 

12. L. De Cauter, ‘De 
panoramische blik’, in: 
idem, De Archeologie van 
de kick. Over moderne 
ervaringshonger, 2nd edi-
tion (Nijmegen: Vantilt, 
2009), 69-104. 
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tif, the architectural expression of a 
more general power mechanism (un 
mécanisme de pouvoir), in which the 
‘abnormals’– be they lepers, lunatics, 
criminals or the homeless – become 
the subject of control.13 This is a power 
mechanism in 
which surveillance 
establishes and 
maintains order, 
but in which the 
principles of the cell, the dungeon – 
imprisonment, concealment, darkness 
– are inverted: of these, only imprison-
ment remains important, while vis-
ibility and daylight become the pivotal 
factors.14

However, unlike the Panopticon, 
which ensures that no one can escape 
from the watched space, the primary 
function of the database is to ensure 
that no one enters it under false pre-
tences. As Zygmunt Bauman says, ‘the 
database is an instrument of selection, 
separation and exclusion. It keeps the 
globals in the sieve and washes out 
the locals. Certain people it admits 
to the exterritorial cyberspace, mak-
ing them feel at home wherever 
they go and welcome wherever they 
arrive; certain others it deprives of 
passports and transit visas and stops 
from roaming the places reserved for 
the residents of cyberspace. But the 
latter effect is subsidiary and com-
plementary to the former. Unlike the 
Panopticon, the database is a vehicle 
of mobility, not 
the fetters keeping 
people in place.’15 

With the elimination of internal 
borders within the Schengen Area, 

perhaps the most important economic 
block of states today, fear of the nega-
tive effects of globalization such as 
terrorism, smuggling and migration 
has grown, and new techniques of 
control have been sought. Mobility 
regulation has been given absolute 
priority in order to reconcile freedom, 
one of the primary objectives in the 
European process of integration, with 
security. ‘Compensating’ measures 
have been implemented in order that 
the free movement of people, goods, 
capital and services not come at the 
expense of public order. To reduce 
transnational risks, the European 
Union has taken various measures. 

 
The Regionalization of the Schengen 
Area
 
The primary objective of the Trea-
ties of Rome (1957) was to eliminate 
the barriers that divided Europe. 
In the *rst instance, this led to the 
establishment of the European Eco-
nomic Community, which created a 
common market. Within this zone, 
customs duties were no longer levied 
on mutual trade. Controls were still 
maintained at the internal borders, 
however. These were not abolished 
until the creation of the Schengen 
Area in 1985, when the Schengen 
Agreement was signed in the town 
of Schengen in Luxemburg. In this 
convention, Belgium, Germany (then 
still West Germany), France, Luxem-
bourg and the Netherlands agreed 
upon the measures needed to create 
a transnational space in which peo-
ple could move freely. In 1990, these 

13. The panoptic dispositif 
originated with the plague. 
See M. Foucault, Surveiller 
et punir. Naissance de la 
prison (Paris: Galimard, 
1975), 197-201.

15. Bauman, Globalization, 
op. cit. (note 2), 51

14. Ibid.
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‘compensating’, or ‘guiding’ measures 
were worked out in the Schengen 
Implementing Convention. Shortly 
afterward, Greece, Italy, Portugal 
and Spain also signed the Schengen 
Implementing Convention, which 
came into force in 1995. Entering the 
Schengen Area at a later date were 
Austria (1995), Denmark, Finland 
and Sweden (all three in 1996). The 
uk and Ireland decided not to join. 
However, Norway and Iceland did 
become Schengen countries (1997, 
even though they are not part of the 
eu. With the Treaty of Amsterdam 
(which went into effect in 1999), the 
Schengen Acquis (or rules) became 
part of the eu treaties. Since the 
Treaty of Amsterdam, the southern 
boundary of the Schengen Area has 
coincided with that of the European 
Union. The treaty also implied that 
any member state entering the Union 
after this automatically becomes part 
of the Schengen Area as well. The 
countries that joined the eu in 2004 
(Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, 
the Czech Republic and Malta) and 
in 2007 (Bulgaria and Romania) thus 
automatically became members of the 
Schengen Area because of the Treaty 
of Amsterdam. Switzerland also has 
joined the Schengen Area.

 
The Strengthening of the External 
Borders
 
The most important idea behind the 
creation of this ‘free movement area’ 
is to abolish controls on people and 
goods at the internal borders and 

shift them to the external borders. 
This is most evident at the southern 
border of the Schengen Area, which 
is mainly a maritime border. But also 
marking the territorial dividing line 
of the Schengen Area on its south-
ern side are the Canary Islands, the 
cities of Ceuta 
and Melilla, the 
Isla de Alborán, 
Peñon de Alhecu-
mas and the Islas 
Chaffarinas.16 

Ceuta and Melilla are two Spanish 
enclaves located on the North Afri-
can continent.17 Both cities experi-
ence considerable 
pressure from 
migration, because 
of the fact that 
these enclaves are 
the only regions to have a land bor-
der between Africa and the Schengen 
Area (8 km for Ceuta, 11 km for 
Melilla). Africans (primarily from the 
Sub-Sahara) try to cross the border 
there every day. When Spain became 
part of the Schengen Area in 1991, 
the economic gap between these 
enclaves and the Moroccan hinter-
land steadily widened. This made the 
‘Schengenized’ eu into a huge mag-
net for the African continent. Work-
ers were attracted by its economic 
stability, while migrants saw the pos-
sibility, because of the abolishment of 
internal borders, of asking for asylum 
in more than one country. In order 
to combat smuggling and the risk of 
‘asylum shopping’, visa policy was 
adjusted that year. Border controls 
grew increasingly strict. Moroccan cit-

16. X. Ferrer-Gallardo, 
‘The Spanish-Moroccan 
Border Complex: Proc-
esses of Geopolitical, 
Functional and Symbolic 
Rebordering’, in: Political 
Geography, vol. 27 (2008) 
no. 3, 304.

17. Strictly speaking, these 
are not enclaves, as both 
Ceuta and Melilla have 
access to the Mediter-
ranean. However, this is 
an established term when 
referring to the towns.
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izens were no longer allowed to cross 
the Spanish-Moroccan border, now 
a Schengen border, without a visa.18 
On 19 May 1991, 
the 'rst victims of 
‘illegal immigra-
tion’ died in an 
attempt to cross 
the maritime border at the Strait 
of Gibraltar. ‘Illegal immigration’ 
became the new fear, and immedi-
ately the justi'cation for implement-
ing new security 
techniques as 
well.19

Accordingly, when the Schengen 
Implementing Convention came into 
force in 1995, a double enclosure was 
erected around Ceuta. The walls were 
out'tted with sophisticated security 
systems such as thermal and infrared 
cameras. Pepper spray and razor wire 
formed an extra protection against 
anyone attempting to scale the struc-
tures, which ranged from 3.5 to 6 m in 
height. Around Melilla, a triple enclo-
sure was even built. 

Later on, with 'nancial help from 
the eu, the Spanish-Moroccan mari-
time border was also electronically 
protected through sive (Sistema 
Integrado de Vigilancia Exterior/Inte-
grated External Surveillance System), 
a security system deployed along the 
coasts of the Iberian Peninsula and 
the Canary Islands. sive was imple-
mented gradually, 'rst with 'xed and 
mobile radars along the Andalusian 
coast (2002) and later along the 
shores of the Canary Islands (2005). 
eu member states can also call upon 
rabit (RApid Border Intervention 

Teams) when confronted with a sud-
den in3ux of migrants. 

Migration pressure reached a high 
point in the autumn of 2005, when 
hundreds of migrants attempted to 
climb over the fences en masse with 
homemade ladders in Ceuta, and later 
in Melilla as well. This border cross-
ing was planned and organized in the 
‘ghetto’ encampments of migrants 
near the border in the woods of Bel 
Younech, Gourougou and Rostogordo. 
The consequences? The loss of 13 lives, 
increased militarization of the border 
and the establishment of a common 
policy on illegal immigration. The 
encampments were destroyed, the bar-
riers around Ceuta and Melilla height-
ened and technologically reinforced. 
Detectors that can sense and record 
heartbeats from a distance are now 
also used.20 During the two months fol-
lowing these events 
in 2005, 480 soldiers of the Spanish 
army were called in to reinforce the 
647 police of'cers (331 in Ceuta, 316 
in Melilla) and 1,302 members of the 
Guardia Civil (676 
in Ceuta, 626 in 
Melilla) already on 
the scene.21

 
Collaboration between Member 
States 
 
When the Schengen Area was cre-
ated, the 'rst priority was to combat 
organized and transnational crime. The 
‘compensating measures’ implemented 
after the abolition of internal border 
controls involved not only strengthen-
ing external borders, but also improv-

19. Ferrer-Gallardo, ‘The 
Spanish-Moroccan Border 
Complex’, op. cit. (note 
16), 311.

18. An exception was made 
for the inhabitants of Tet-
ouan and Nador, who can 
use a day visa, by virtue 
of a dispensation in the 
Schengen Agreement.

20. Ibid., 310-311.

21. European Commission, 
18-10-2005, Technical Mis-
sion to Ceuta and Melilla 
on Illegal Immigration: 
Mission Report 7th-11th 
October, 2005, 7.
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ing collaboration between member 
states. One of the organizations 
assigned to this task was Frontex, an 
eu agency set up to carry out border 
inspections and additionally charged 
with making risk analyses. Frontex also 
sought methods of exchanging data 
between member states and countries 
outside the eu. An advanced database, 
the Schengen Information System 
(sis), was also created. This enables 
national authorities (responsible for 
border, customs and police controls 
within the Schengen countries) to 
exchange data on certain categories of 
people and goods. 

The Schengen system is based 
on the assumption that admission 
through one of the external borders of 
the Schengen Area implies admission 
to every Schengen country. A resident 
of a country outside the Schengen 
Area cannot gain admittance (even 
when in possession of a short-term 
visa) if he or she is deemed a potential 
security risk for one of the member 
states. When a person or object is reg-
istered in the database, it can mean 
that the person or object is sought by 
a Schengen country or that admission 
to the Schengen Area must be denied. 
A registration can refer to missing 
persons or undesirable foreigners, but 
also to false identity papers or stolen 
vehicles. Currently there are some 31 
million registrations in the sis data-
base, referring to 
over 25 million 
identity papers, 
almost 4 million 
vehicles and 1 mil-
lion people. 22

The sis is a ‘hit/no-hit’ system. If a 
person being checked at the border 
is registered in the system, the system 
generates a hit. This can lead to that 
person’s arrest or to the con,scation of 
goods.23 In 2008, 
the sis generated 
over 120,000 hits.24

The political and judicial authori-
ties of the member states decide 
whether a person should be registered 
in the sis. The information held by the 
member states in national networks 
(n-sis) is linked up to a central system 
in Strasbourg (c-sis). This allows any 
member state to share data with the 
others. Within the Schengen mem-
ber states, there are more than half a 
million terminals with access to the 
sis. National sirene agencies (Sup-
plementary Information REquest at 
the National Entry) form the human 
interface of the system and check the 
information put into in the database.

By the time the Scandinavian coun-
tries joined in 1996, the technological 
capacity of the Schengen Information 
System had become inadequate. A 
decision was made to develop a sec-
ond generation, sis ii, which in addi-
tion to integrating new member states 
in the database also integrates extra 
applications, such as the coupling of 
registrations (for example, between 
criminals and terrorist suspects) with 
the Visa Information System (vis), 
which keeps a record of all persons 
who apply for a visa.

When it turned out that sis ii 
would not be ready in time, sis+1 
was developed as a temporary solu-
tion in order to grant membership to 

22. M. Besters, ‘De schadu-
wzijden van het Schengen 
Informatiesysteem’, in: 
G. Munnichs, M. Schuijff 
and M. Besters (eds.), 
Databases. Over ICT 
beloftes, informatiehonger 
en digitale autonomie (The 
Hague: Rathenau Institute, 
2010), 76.

23. Ibid., 78.

24. Ibid.
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the Scandinavian countries. Since the 
Treaty of Amsterdam, the need for sis 
ii has grown even greater, certainly 
in view of the Eastern expansion of 
the eu in 2004 and 2007. However, its 
completion was once again postponed, 
and a second temporary solution, an 
expansion of sis+1 called sisone4all, 
was adopted and is still being used. 

The laborious expansion of the sis 
is the reason some member states of 
the eu have still not yet been com-
pletely integrated within the Schengen 
Area, seeing as the sis is also used in 
the membership procedure for candi-
date member states, which must com-
ply with the visa policy. First the sis is 
implemented. Only when results show 
that a potential member state is fully 
capable of carrying out the required 
external border control measures can 
the internal borders be abolished. 
Satisfactory results are thus a prereq-
uisite for membership.

Pro+ling System 
Didier Bigo, like Zygmunt Bau-

man, sees the sis as a pro+ling appara-
tus. According to Bigo, ‘the main focus 
of the system is to ensure that per-
sons who are or might be considered 
unwanted by any participating state 
are not permitted into the territory. 
Thus the rules focus on who must be 
excluded and pro-
vide little guidance 
on who should be 
admitted.’25

The system was originally set up to 
combat forms of transnational crime 
and to search for missing persons 
more easily. But instead of +ghting 
organized crime, the sis functions as 

a database that maintains dossiers 
on individuals in order to prevent 
illegal immigrants from returning to 
the eu. Over the last several years, 
immigration has been given priority, 
and a uniform visa system has been 
one result. Around the turn of the 
millennium, police authorities were 
still denying that the Schengen sys-
tem was set up in order to provide a 
policing body for immigration, but 
that time is past. In the words of Bigo, 
‘it is hardly even contested by police 
authorities in question that Schengen 
institutes an immigration police, that 
this is its priority . . . and that there 
is no focus on the relation between 
crime and disap-
peared persons.26

By building a uniform visa system 
into the (not yet operational) sis ii 
and coupling data on criminals and 
terrorist suspects with migrants, not 
only has Schengen extended its sphere 
of in.uence far beyond the eu and 
can the system increasingly oper-
ate from a distance, but the sis has 
also ceased to be a neutral pro+ling 
apparatus. After all, such a coupling 
con+rms the mistrust of migrants. ‘The 
pro+le of the guilty changes; it no 
longer derives from a supposed crimi-
nality, but from a supposed undesira-
bility,’ says Bigo. 27

According to Bigo, a culture of 
control holds sway in the eu. But here 
too, double standards apply, for not 
everyone is subject to the same degree 
of control. Using databases of infor-
mation from police records and mix-
ing them with records from the public 
sphere (social security, taxes, and so 

25. Bigo, ‘Frontier Controls 
in the European Union’, op. 
cit. (note 6), 46. 

26. Bigo, Globalised (in)
Security, op. cit. (note 9), 40. 

27. Ibid., 21. 
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forth) and the private domain (insur-
ance, credit bureaus, supermarkets), it 
becomes possible to categorize people 
and ultimately determine who should 
be checked further. This is a proactive 
approach, a risk management logic. 
Who represents a possible risk and 
who does not, who is dangerous and 
who is not, is determined beforehand. 
Mobility is not for everyone. Data-
bases determine who has a right to it 
and who does not.

This proactive stance forms the 
legitimization for the policy of a lib-
eral eu that considers freedom of 
movement essential to its existence 
yet maintains strong external borders 
and monitors people. A proactive 
policy targets an action even before a 
law has been breached. Gathering and 
%ltering information makes it possible 
to anticipate the behaviour of possibly 
dangerous individuals or groups. This 
is not about committing a crime, but 
about an indication that connects a 
potential crime with an individual or 
group. In order to normalize a major-
ity and %lter out a minority, the super-
vision and control of their movements 
must be given priority. The justi%ca-
tion for monitoring migrants is weak 
in itself, but not in light of the %ght 
against terrorism. Lumping transna-
tional threats together provides sup-
port for the logic of ‘acting before it 
is too late’ – a logic that is very much 
alive in the public discourse.

 

A Ban-Opticon
 
Moreover, the control of societal 
risks should not be viewed purely 
as a police responsibility. An entire 
spectrum of risk management sys-
tems should be considered: not just 
special architectural facilities such 
as asylum centres and detention 
zones in airports, the adoption of 
emergency decrees, administrative 
measures such as the regularization of 
undocumented migrants and mutual 
agreements among governments 
concerning transport costs for depor-
tation, etcetera, but also the role of 
public discourse.

This surveillance dispositif, a term 
of Foucault’s whereby architecture is 
part of a more general power mecha-
nism, is a strategic project, but also a 
means of understanding the broader 
workings of society. 28 Because of 
its proactive 
strategy, which 
consists of con-
trolling a selected 
group, it cannot 
be described as a 
Panopticon, however. Surveillance no 
longer depends on immobilizing insti-
tutions or on the omniscient gaze of a 
guard. In the words of Bigo, ‘this dia-
gram is not a panopticon transposed 
to a global level, it is what we call – in 
combining the term “ban” of Jean-
Luc Nancy, as re%gured by Giorgio 
Agamben, and the “opticon”, as used 
by Foucault – a Ban-opticon.’29

 The term 
‘ban’, according to 
Agamben, refers 

28. As a ‘machine’ that 
uses different institutional, 
material and administra-
tive mechanisms and rep-
resentations to establish 
and maintain power in a 
particular place.

29. Bigo, Globalised (in)
Security, op. cit. (note 9), 
34. 



90 Open 2011/No. 21/(Im)Mobility

both to exclusion 
from society and 
the sovereign’s 
power to suspend 
the law.30 Bigo gives it a broader 
interpretation, however: he connects 
the notion with a general form of 
policy he calls ‘the management of 
unease’, which is developed through 
routines and technology by profes-
sional politicians, the police, judges 
and the constitutional state. The ‘ban’ 
is a way of excluding and normalizing, 
of using computer databases to create 
pro&les and subsequently determine 
who is allowed to move freely and 
who is not. The objective is to deter-
mine beforehand who forms a pos-
sible threat to Europe and who does 
not. The labelling of certain people 
as ‘illegal’, ‘criminal’, ‘terrorist’ and so 
forth can thus easily proceed, with the 
argument that it is better not to wait 
‘until it is too late’. The Ban-opticon 
lets us realize that controlling a par-
ticular group of people’s mobility, and 
thus not everyone’s, has unarguably 
become the leading trend in the age of 
globalization.

30. G. Agamben, Homo 
Sacer: Sovereign Power and 
Bare Life (Stanford, CA.: 
Stanford University Press, 
1998).



%RUGHU�QHDU�0HOLOOD��VHSDUDWLQJ�6SDLQ�IURP�0RURFFR���

3KRWR��()(�/DXUHDQR�9DOODGROLG������





92 Open 2011/No. 21/(Im)Mobility

Merijn Oudenampsen 
Miguel Robles-Durán
 
Mobility, Crisis, Utopia
An Interview with David Harvey
 
Space is not a given, but is continuously 
produced, reproduced and reconfigured. 
Taking up where the French urban theo-
rist Henri Lefebvre left off, the Marxist 
geographer David Harvey has focused on 
the development and incorporation of a 
spatial analysis in Marxist theory. He has 
emerged as one of the foremost intellec-
tual commentators on the global financial 
crisis, portrayed in his recent book the 
Enigma of Capital (2010) as an instance 
of those same structural contradictions 
Karl Marx forewarned us about. 
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In 1873, Jules Verne’s novel Around the World in Eighty Days appeared, in 
which Phileas Fogg, an English nobleman, accepts a bet to circumvent the 
globe. The novel, a portrait of British Empire at its peak, was a celebration of 
the cult of mobility and modern transportation.1 The world was now within 
arm’s reach – at least for those who were 
rich enough to afford it. Fourteen years 
earlier, writing a series of sketches and 
annotations that are now known as the 
Grundrisse, Karl Marx described this 
quest for mobility as the structural drive within capitalism towards ‘the annihi-
lation of space with time’: ‘While capital must on one side strive to tear down 
every spatial barrier to intercourse, i.e. to exchange, and conquer the whole 
world for its market, it strives on the other side to annihilate this space with 
time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum the time spent in motion from one place to 
another. The more developed the capital, therefore, the more extensive the mar-
ket over which it circulates, which forms the spatial orbit of its circulation, the 
more does it strive for an even greater 
extension of the market and for greater 
annihilation of space by time.’2

Written in an earlier phase of what is now commonly called globaliza-
tion, what stands out is how little Marx’s observations on the spatial dynamics 
of capitalism have seemed to age, in a time that is characterized by the ever-
greater expansion of global markets and the ever-growing pace and volume of 
transported goods, people and financial capital. According to Harvey, laws of 
competition drive corporations and states to seek advantage through superior 
command over space and time as much as through technological innovation. As 
a consequence, the ‘collective psyche’ of capitalist societies is taken up by the 
conquest of space and time, a mobility fetish arises, for much of the same rea-
sons that a fetish belief in technological progress takes hold: both are essential 
for capitalist innovation and growth. Accordingly, the celebration of hyper-
mobility, represented by publications such as Thomas Friedman’s The Earth 
is Flat (2005), or by Rem Koolhaas’s eulogy of the kinetic elite in S,M,L,XL 
(1993), has been a structural and persistent trope of capitalist modernity over 
the past 150 years.

In contrast to the celebratory nature of the dominant view of mobil-
ity in society, Harvey sketches a more complicated and contradictory picture. 
His central concern, which he reflects upon in his work The Limits to Capital 
(1999), is the barriers that exist towards ever-greater capital accumulation. 
Where to reinvest the profit accumulated throughout previous economic 
cycles? One of the strategies for resolving this problem has been the spatial fix, 
the geographical expansion and restructuring of the economy, which has been 
an integral part of the last phase of globalization. In the history of economic 

1. A similar theme is present in the other works of Jules 
Verne, broadly esteemed as one of the first science-fiction 
writers. He wrote on space travel in De la terre à la lune 
(From the Earth to the Moon, 1865) and on underwater 
exploration in Vingt mille lieues sous les mers (Twenty 
Thousand Miles Under the Sea, 1869) long before these 
became technical realities. 

2. Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of 
Political Economy (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1993 
[1859]), 538-539.
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crises, and through the deployment of the spatial fix, there is a persistent ten-
sion between capital that is invested in the built environment for longer periods 
of time – ‘fixed capital’ – and the competitive drive towards ever-greater expan-
sion and mobility that renders existing infrastructure obsolete. Starting out 
from the building boom in nineteenth-century Paris under Haussmann, to the 
post-war redevelopment of American suburbia, to the real estate boom in China 
and the redundancy of entire newly built cities, capitalism is always on the look-
out for anther ‘fix’, the frantic and irrational nature of which becomes only 
startlingly clear when overproduction ensues and value evaporates.

Though in the short term the financial crisis seems to have been largely 
contained and averted, in the long run the unending appetite for compound 
growth is bound to encounter its limits, ecological or otherwise. The brunt of 
Harvey’s work has been focused on the description and analysis of what is, but 
another significant part of his work has been the speculative exploration of what 
could be. In Spaces of Hope (2000), Harvey advanced some of these utopian 
explorations, and in the Enigma of Capital Harvey is cautiously continuing on 
that path: ‘While nothing is certain, it could be that where we are now is only 
the beginning of a long shake out in which the question of grand and far reach-
ing alternatives will gradually bubble up to the surface.’3

What Harvey anticipates in his 
utopia at the end of Spaces of Hope – in 
the years after capitalism’s final crisis – is the slow self-assembly of relational 
political bodies outside the conceived boundaries of a state. Granting that new 
technology would make a much more horizontally organized society techni-
cally feasible, Harvey aims for a politics beyond the oldest schism of the left: 
that between the anarchist and the Marxist tradition exemplified by the furious 
polemics between Marx and Bakunin over the course of the Paris Commune in 
1871. Harvey’s utopian agenda is to construct a dynamic set of intense interre-
lations that allow their co-evolution into an ecological totality of political will. 
Granting that we don’t fall into common 
determinisms, the ‘new’ will come when 
we begin to conceive movement as an 
uneven totality, radically reassembled by 
the interplays between daily life, social 
relations, production, technologies, 
imaginations and our relation to nature.4

4. In a short essay titled ‘On the Deep Relevance of a 
Certain Footnote in Marx’s Capital’, first published in the 
journal Human Geography (vol. 1, no. 2, 2008), Harvey 
addresses sociospatial development in terms of six relational 
criteria derived from footnote 4 in Chapter 15 of Capital 
vol.1. These points are: 1. The relation to nature, 2. The 
technological mixes envisaged, 3. The forms of production 
to be implanted in the city, 4. The predominant forms of 
social relations, 5. The qualities of daily life, 6. The mental 
conceptions of the world.

3. David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 225.
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m. oudenampsen & m. robles-durán   Paul Virilio in 
Speed and Politics (1977/1986) talks about the arrival 
of a class division of speed. Mobility is stratified, between 
what Rem Koolhaas has called the ‘kinetic elite’, and those 
banlieusards and ghetto dwellers that rarely exit their 
neighbourhood. In your work you talk about a competitive 
necessity for capitalists to achieve a superior command over 
space and time, how in your view is mobility structured?

d. harvey   It is really difficult to generalize about this because 
the motivations for migrating are usually multiple, it’s an overde-
termined kind of problem. Don’t forget the difference between 
cross-border mobility and internal mobility; it is very signifi-
cant. You have had these mass movements internal to China, 
hundreds of millions of people come off the land and have gone 
into the cities. That’s a migratory stream that has of course been 
encouraged. There is a certain degree of push and there is a cer-
tain degree of pull. You have a phenomenon like that, you then 
look at the consequences for mobility in the formation of the 
European Union, all of a sudden people from Poland are serv-
icing the hotels around Heathrow and Lithuanians were in 
the Irish pub when Ireland was still humming along. But now, 
quite a lot of people have gone back because of the crisis. So 
there are a lot of flows around that occur for very different rea-
sons. Concomitant with that, among the lower classes there is 
of course the question of remittances; the flows of remittances 
around the world are huge. They have diminished somewhat in 
the last couple of years but there are certain villages you can go 
to in Mexico or Ecuador, frankly they just live off remittances. 
One of the problems with that is that people are just using the 
remittances to live. The hope would be that the money that is 
sent back would provide the resources for some kind of auton-
omous development. As far as I know, studies suggest that this 
does not happen very often. 

In the upper class you have this tremendous reassign-
ment because of people continuously moving around. What 
you typically get are these ghetto-like structures in places like 
Manhattan, where the transnational bourgeoisie can park 
itself for two or three years before it moves onto Shanghai or 
somewhere else . . . You have a completely different pattern 
of mobility there, coupled also with something else. I men-
tioned earlier the importance of the cost of social reproduction. 
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To train a doctor in this country is extremely expensive. Most 
people who get into that area, when they finally get a job they 
usually have about a half a million dollars in debts. You can hire 
somebody who comes fully qualified and well trained from India 
without any of those debts. Hospitals are under the gun right 
now so they are increasingly looking for a labour source that 
does not have those overhead costs attached to it. That labour 
source can depress the wages so that the American who’s got 
half a million in debt finds that he cannot get enough money 
unless he goes into private consultancy, something that a doctor 
with a social conscience would not want to do, but finds him-
self forced to do as a result of migration. The consequences are 
manifold and if you look at it, the usa since the 1970s in par-
ticular has been underinvesting in education because it can get 
educated people from elsewhere. In fact it is a dispossession of 
resources from the rest of the world. This is not beneficial in 
aggregate at all. You have to look at it in strata, at the same time 
you look at the banlieues in Paris and you see populations that 
are effectively trapped in space and ghettoized. You have to be 
very careful about making any kind of simple generalizations.  

mo & mrd   In your work you write that crises are never 
resolved within our economic system, they are merely moved 
around. One way this is being done is from the books of the 
banks towards the books of the governments. But you write 
about a specifically spatial element to the resolution of cri-
ses: the spatial fix, the expansion of capitalism towards as 
yet underdeveloped areas and a form of ‘creative destruc-
tion’ of non-viable infrastructures in developed economies. 
Is there a spatial fix at work in the present context?

dh   The spatial fix as it unfolded in countries like the usa or the 
uk during the 1980s and the 1990s was more about cannibal-
izing the abandoned de-industrialized world, it was not about 
extending outwards so much as it was rebuilding internally: loft 
conversions, waterfronts, etcetera. At present, the aging infra-
structure of the usa requires massive renewal. Obama wants to 
do these things, but of course that is all being rejected by the 
Republican right wing because to go that path would be to go a 
bit Keynesian. To some degree their logic is that if they can keep 
the economy in its current state of very high unemployment, 
but with very high profit rates for capital, they’ll stand a very 
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good chance of destroying Obama in the next elections. The 
Republicans are rejecting Obama’s plan for high-speed rail, they 
rejected his 55 billion dollar infrastructure plan. They are reject-
ing any kind of spatial reconfiguration. In which case, where 
is surplus capital going to go? Well, where it has been going all 
along, it is going to the emerging economies. In fact, one of the 
worries right now, one of the reasons why you have a strong 
revival of emerging economies, is that you have a capital outflow. 
There is a strong capital inflow to fund the us debt, but there is a 
strong outflow of investment capital.  

mo & mrd   When the financial crisis occurred, we heard 
many apocalyptic predictions, aired by commentators and 
intellectuals, especially those on the left, about the immi-
nent collapse of capitalism and the ideological implosion 
of neoliberalism. Reading the newspapers now, you get the 
feeling the system is back on track. Where are we now, what 
are the mutations that are taking place as a consequence of 
the financial crisis? 

dh   I think that the crisis, such as it is, is technically over, for 
a year and a half now. Formally, in this country it was suppos-
edly over in June 2009. China went into a dip and came out 
of it almost within a year. There is not an economic rationale 
behind the present crisis, but there is a huge political rationale. 
This political rationale has been there in two forms, all along. 
For the first, we can go back to events like the Mexican debt cri-
sis of 1982, where they bailed out the banks and then passed on 
the cheque to the people. Now is a time of passing on cheques, 
in other words we are still firmly in the neoliberal trajectory. The 
second element concerns the usa in particular, but you can see 
elements of it in the uk and Europe as well. In the 1980s, Ronald 
Reagan ran up the debt in a huge way, through an arms race with 
the Soviet Union and also through a huge tax cut to the rich. 
His budget director at one point said: our rationale was that if 
we would run up the debt, then you could use that debt situa-
tion to go after all of the social programmes you didn’t like. And 
he said: that was our strategy. Now what did Bush junior do? He 
came in and cut taxes on the rich just as Reagan had done. He 
fought two wars of choice, running up a huge debt on the wars. 
The third thing he did was to allow a Medicare drug subscrip-
tion benefit, which was a huge subsidy to the pharmaceutical 
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industries. During those years, Dick Cheney kept on saying: 
Reagan taught us that deficits don’t matter. So now the point has 
been reached where the deficit situation can be used to go after 
all the social programmes. So the crisis – in brackets – is being 
extended. People are focusing on unemployment, but now the 
crisis is not about unemployment at all, it is about the debt that 
is being used to externalize the cost of social reproduction.  

mo & mrd   There seems to be a contradiction here. A new 
wave of austerity measures is being implemented, there 
seems to be a reinvigoration of the neoliberal agenda, with 
the Big Society ideas as presented by the UK conservatives 
as the clearest example. But you yourself in the Enigma of 
Capital state that the most logical reaction from the side of 
capital would be a Keynesian response, to increase effec-
tive demand, because this is where you traced the origins 
of the crisis in the first place. The opposite is happening. 
Recently George Soros also questioned the cutbacks in the 
UK as counterproductive, likely to plunge the UK into a cri-
sis. Could you elaborate on this contradiction?

dh   First of all, there is a Keynesian project in motion. That is 
of course in China, but also in Latin America where the rate of 
growth in countries like Brazil and Argentina is 8 per cent right 
now. China is using Keynesian tactics to come out of the reces-
sion: vast infrastructural investment projects, building new 
cities, allowing wages to rise. There is one half of global cap-
ital that is a big Keynesian, then there’s our half, the usa and 
Europe, which is going the other direction. The right ques-
tion here is whose interest this serves. Corporations right now 
are making higher rates of profit than they have made for a very 
long time. They are doing extremely well. In part because wide-
spread unemployment allows them to introduce what is called 
a two-tier labour system, in which people who are employed 
are under one kind of contract, and people who are being newly 
brought in are under another kind of contract, with almost no 
benefits. So the rate of profit for singular capitalists right now, 
is as high as it has ever been. In other words, you don’t have 
enough of a fraction of capital right now that thinks like Soros, 
and who promote the politics you would need from the stand-
point of stabilizing capitalism in general. What business is 
constituted of is like the Koch brothers, who have always hated 
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any kind of government regulation of the environment, any kind 
of interference that forces them to internalize any cost of social 
reproduction. Then there are other factions: finance capital is 
very happy right now; they don’t want to see any kind of change. 
When Marx talks about this in the chapter on the working day, 
he writes that in competition with each other, individual capital-
ists pursue a politics of après moi le déluge.  

mo & mrd   What do you make of the relation between new 
communication technologies and the uprising in the Arab 
world? In Western media reports on the events, Facebook 
and Twitter become the signifiers of modernity and Western 
freedoms, while at the same time Western governments are 
highly ambivalent towards developments in Egypt, and the 
policies of Facebook and Twitter are far from controversial 
themselves. To what extent do you perceive technology act-
ing as a fetish belief and to what extent does it offer real 
possibilities of challenging power?

dh   I am very suspicious of this overemphasis on Facebook and 
Twitter. Even if I accept that the youth movement there, which 
was a very important part and may have triggered the uprising, 
certainly used that as a tool. I do not think it is any different to 
what happened when the telephone came around or the radio. 
In other words, all sides can use it, and there is no inherent 
political quality to it. 

If you looked at the pictures of the people on the square, lis-
tened to the interviews, they were not middle-class youth, there 
were some but a lot of them were ordinary folks. And there has 
been quite a history throughout North Africa in general, of riots 
and uprisings around the cost of food. I bet a lot of the peo-
ple came out because of the cost of food and they came out not 
because of Twitter, and they were not so much concerned about 
abstract freedoms, they were concerned about the monopoly 
pricing that is going on and there not being enough food to eat. 
There has been a lot of industrial unrest in Egypt since 2002 or 
2003, strikes are illegal in Egypt, or they were under Mubarak, 
and there have been strikes. Working people have been very dis-
contented. Maybe the students triggered it, but it would not have 
gone anywhere if there wouldn’t have been other sources of dis-
content that were ready to blow, which came in and were very 
much a part of it. There was a very interesting comment from 
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a reporter on msnbc, Richard Angle. He went to live in Egypt 
15 years ago, for four years he lived in a very poor area of Cairo, 
and learnt the language. He was asked what he saw as one of the 
triggers. And he said: 15 years ago, when I was with all of these 
people they were very poor, but they got by and they felt that 
somehow that was their life. Now they are hit with the fact that 
somebody has built a huge mansion just across the street. They 
suddenly see the signs of immense wealth. And they are as poor 
as they ever were, if not poorer: services are non-existent or 
declining. The reporter said the social inequality has become so 
much more blatant and in your face. He said for a lot of people 
this has sowed their discontent. There is a theory of discontent 
that talks about relative deprivation. If there is absolute dep-
rivation, if everybody is deprived, you do not get a revolution. 
When there is relative depravation you are much more likely to 
get huge discontent. He was very explicit about it: he talked to 
people that said: How come I am still so poor while they have 
become so rich? A class antagonism which has now become 
explicit, the same can be said of the workers struggles of the last 
ten years. All those elements are a part of what is happening 
there. You have to look at all those things before you tell me it 
was entirely due to Facebook or Twitter.

mo & mrd   In your book Spaces of Hope you speculated on 
a possible scenario of a transition from capitalism. With 
the benefit of hindsight would you change your utopian 
speculation on the future? 

dh   I set a scenario for the transition, I could write another sce-
nario now, and the interesting question would be how much 
I would change it. As part of that, I’m starting to think more 
coherently as to what it means to be anti-capitalist, and what 
capitalism could get displaced by. One of the things I did was 
to take the first four chapters of Volume ii of Capital and look 
at the definition of capital that comes out of these four chap-
ters. Marx says it is not money, because money can only do as 
money does, help you buy and sell, and besides, there is lots of 
money going around that has nothing to do with capital. The 
other thing about money is that money is the only stage in the 
circulation process where you can clearly see whether you have 
made a profit or not. Therefore there is a fetish belief that money 
is capital. Marx is very strong in his language; he says you are 
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deluded if you think money is capital. Then he asks: is the buy-
ing and selling of labour power a definition of capital? No the 
exchange of labour for money has been going on all along. In 
fact that is a precondition, as is money for the rise of capitalism. 
He goes on and says: Can we look at it in terms of commodifica-
tion? The answer is no, commodity exchange has been around 
for a long time. And then he talks about production: it is not 
even production, you know production can occur in all kinds of 
ways. You realize that the definition of capital that he is giving is 
that of a social relation between capital and labour, which per-
mits the production of surplus value. Which then goes back to 
those passages in the Grundrisse, where he says that production 
dominates over all else, but it is the production of surplus value, 
not just physical production. If you want to be an anti-capi-
talist, you are committed to the abolition of that class relation 
between labour and capital, and the production of surplus value. 
That would be the core of the anti-capitalist agenda. What do 
you replace it with? Nowhere in Capital, this is really inter-
esting going through it, nowhere does Marx ever say the state 
should do it. He says it is the association of labourers. In effect 
he is coming down on the side of worker control, autonomy of 
workers collectively deciding on the course to follow. You then 
look at the big history of all of this. That idea is all around and 
we see it also in the contemporary factory occupations. One of 
the good things of taking that as the core of what the socialist 
project is about is that if you would take polls in the country to 
ask if that is a good idea, you would probably get a 70 per cent 
approval rating. Look at the popular response when the peo-
ple of Windows Republic in Chicago sat down and took over 
their factory, everybody said, yeah! You get a tremendous pop-
ular response that you would not get if the state took over. This 
is the core of what we should be doing. That comes out several 
times in Capital, is what its imaginary is. Which ironically is 
not too far from where Proudhon was. Marx could be paranoid 
about some people and he got a bit paranoid, he went overboard 
to discredit everything that Proudhon said. For that reason he 
probably got very nervous about articulating this notion of the 
associated labourers too much, because it would probably get 
muddled up with Proudhon. Again that line gets to notions such 
as mutual aid and the anarchist tradition. It is much easier to 
integrate it in that tradition than it is to argue for state control of 
the means of production.
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A border is always a matter of imagination. It appears as 
a feigned condition that is supposed to limit mobility for 
certain people and in a certain situation. Allegedly, a border 
marks a distinction: it may be visible to some and not to 
others. It may be considered artless or genuine when viewed 
from one perspective, but critical or bogus from another.

What seems like a truism at !rst glance is precisely what 
makes it so di"cult to talk about borders, let alone act on 
them. In order not to be rendered useless, a border needs to 
refuse any attempt to abstract from its latent ambiguity in 
practical terms.

Borders are ambigrams: illusionary images that depict 
two mutually exclusive motives. This becomes evident, 
for instance, at speci!c locations around the Mediter-
ranean Sea, where the two di#erent mobility regimes of 
luxury tourism and clandestine migration overlap and 
holiday resorts are situated next to detention camps without 
disturbing each other’s presence at all.

It comes as no surprise that the inherently uncertain 
meaning of borders has turned out to be both the subject 
matter and the structuring device of great narratives and 
mythologies of migration: from the parting of the Red 
Sea that saved the lives of the Hebrews and destroyed the 
army of the Egyptians to Star Trek, which was originally 
pitched as a ‘Wagon Train to the Stars’, across a new frontier 
of outer space; from the Underground Railroad, a secret 
network of safe houses and clandestine routes that helped 
slaves escape to the free states in the North of the USA and to 
Canada, to the metaphorical belittlement of the EU border 
regime as ‘Fortress Europe’.

To leave one’s country behind, to $ee from persecution, 
to seek happiness or at least a better life somewhere else – if 
not sancti!ed or bureaucratically approved beforehand, the 
crossing of a border implies, in the !rst place, a collision 
with or at least the change of a regime of mobility that in 
very speci!c terms constitutes a certain notion of freedom 
of movement.

Rather than enclosure, rather than con!nement to a 
country or any other disciplinary regime, the postmodern 
border regime is characterized by a deregulation of mobility 
that increasingly becomes subject to ad-hoc management: 
temporarily granted in real time, it can be revoked as 
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quickly as it was accorded – without any need for further 
mediation. It is enforced by a system of control that is no 
longer limited to speci!c checkpoints or focus areas: it is in 
place virtually everywhere.

Borders fold and shift inward or outward, they are 
advanced into third states and expanded into the hinterland. 
Controls are no longer limited to the margins of a nation-
state; they cover the tra"c junctions of inner cities and 
supra-regional tra"c routes to the same extent as they are 
extended into semi-public or private spheres.

There is a ubiquity of control. The drawing up of border-
lines is becoming virtual, and its repressive character can 
hardly be generalized any more: it could happen here as 
well as there, for this reason or another, and with a series of 
di#erent consequences.

 
Outdated Ideology 
 
Yet the discourse on borders is still ruled by the predomi-
nance of a somewhat outdated kind of liberal ideology, 
which operates through patterns of inclusion and exclu-
sion. Regardless of the intention, whether used in favour 
of migrants or at the service of xenophobic resentment, the 
dichotomies of inclusion and exclusion trace back to the 
core concept of the modern nation-state as the unique refer-
ence point: the idea of a homogenized and uni!ed people as 
collective agency and the resulting need for a high degree of 
cohesion through identity.

In the last instance, any understanding of borders as a 
device that regulates inclusion or exclusion a"rms a sieve 
principle that is supposed to act as a !lter. It reduces the 
complexities of migratory movements to a single plot that 
switches between the alternate binaries of ‘in’ or ‘out’. The 
more it feeds the !ction of the nation state, the less it is 
capable of grasping the paradoxical but increasingly relevant 
realities of transnational mobility and immobility.

The illusion of a governmentality able to restrict freedom 
of movement on a global scale, the belief, as naïve as it 
is popular, that politics could reduce migration to ‘zero-
migration’, makes claims to be considered as a matter of 
course. In reality, it lacks any empirical basis, and is mere 
propaganda that has been spreading only most recently.
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It has come with apocalyptic scenarios of a massive in!ux 
of so-called illegal immigrants into Europe and North 
America, it has been accompanied by the fable that misery 
and poverty are causing movements of people at a scale 
hitherto unseen, and it has generated a number of related 
mythologies, such as the notorious ‘brain drain’, unproduc-
tive money remittances, or failed integration, just to name a 
few of the most popular rumours.

The fact is that borders are 
beyond control.1 But if it cannot 
prevent what it promises to hold 
o", what then is the function of 
the border? Obviously, the crimi-
nalization of migration creates the 
conditions for the over-exploitation 
of a migrant labour force in the 
informal markets of late capitalism.

And those who cross the border 
without the necessary paperwork 
may experience the passage from 
one regime of mobility into another as the nulli#cation 
of any remaining subjectivity. It is an extreme process of 
desubjecti#cation – often characterized by living in ways 
that are almost unliveable.

As soon as the border is crossed, engineers turn into 
cleaners, academics into sex workers, professors into casual 
farm labourers or domestic workers. Pushed beyond the 
conditions and limits of what is often described as ‘human’, 
their experiences become a sort of negative freedom.

 
Scandalization
 
Mainstream media regularly provide footage that illustrates 
what is supposed to be going on out there at the border: 
reckless fortune seekers trying to make it across the borders 
against overwhelming odds. It is a scandal in the truest sense 
of the word:2 in order to enter countries like Spain, Italy or 
Greece, people are climbing fences, 
squeezing into overcrowded boats, 
hiding under trucks or trains.

Not only does the border justify 
itself by a scandal, it is performed 

1. In 2001, the EU Commissioner for 
Justice and Home A"airs, António 
Vitorino, acknowledged that Europe 
had lost its battle against clandes-
tine migration. ‘Europe must avoid 
repeating the zero-immigration 
mistakes of the past,’ he said, 
concluding with surprising precision, 
‘restrictive laws have done nothing to 
halt the !ow of clandestine migrants.’ 
On the contrary, ‘the ability to 
control migration has shrunk as the 
desire to do so has increased. Borders 
are largely beyond control and little 
can be done to really cut down on 
immigration,’ as the economist 
Jagdish N. Bhagwati argued in 2003.

2. Scandal derives from the Latin 
scandere, to climb. But there is yet 
another, no less compelling, etymo-
logical perspective: the border as 
skandalon, which is the Ancient Greek 
word for a stumbling block. 
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through a scandal. The grammar of its performativity consists 
of scandalization: a continuous loop of images and imaginaries 
that are widely publicized in order to produce allegations of 
wrong-doing or disgrace. In that respect, the postmodern 
border regime appears as a global soap opera that reiterates 
what everybody seems to know anyway. Its looping plot is 
based solely on the implicitness of unwritten laws that regulate 
that which is permitted to some and not to others.

There is no point in exposing this scheme, since any 
further critique on a practical level risks increasing the e!-
ciency of its performance. Scandalization transforms an 
otherwise ignorable event in order to solicit a moral outrage 
whose purpose is nothing but the rea!rmation of the 
border – a border that may otherwise be invisible, disputed 
or disbelieved.

As the product of a mixture of both real and imaginary inci-
dents, it suppresses any distinction between certain degrees of 
documentary value and what needs to be considered "ction. 
The result of this blend is a single-purpose device: the scandal 
a!rms that the border is still there, still true.

Its conceptual homogenization of real and unreal, docu-
mentary and "ctitious elements rea!rms a collective iden-
tity thrown into crisis by the fading power of nation-states. 
In perfectly postmodern fashion, it makes it possible to 
enjoy and cooperate with a regime that relies on frail and 
ine#ectual facts on the ground, as long as they provide the 
illusion of a border that can be controlled. Then one can 
even worry about its excesses and moderately criticize its 
violent character.

 
Victimization
 
But the other side of the coin is no less irritating. The scan-
dalization of the border comes with concurrent strategies 
of victimization. First of all the criminalized migrants are 
deprived of any agency and turned into victims. At the 
mercy of human tra!ckers, kidnapped and abducted, they 
are reduced to human beings that merit only sympathy.

Left-wing and human-rights activism often falls into the 
same trap when it reduces migration to misery and calamity 
and understands it as a logical result of the movements of 
capital, as its unsavoury aftere#ect or appendix.
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Even contemporary right-wing populism can be conceived 
as a set of mirroring strategies that compound the victimi-
zation of migrants. In the aftermath of multiculturalism, 
right-wing populism mobilizes the desire of a non-migrant, 
anti-urban mentality to become a minority itself: it inverts 
the patterns of victimization. It reverse-engineers virtues 
that were formerly known as progressive. It recycles and 
reads against the grain the ideology of inclusion and exclu-
sion, the morals of participation.

Condemning right-wing populism as racist or xeno-
phobic is missing the crucial point: white, male, middle-
class or heterosexual subjectivities that have usually been 
identi!ed as perpetrators and that are gradually losing their 
privileged positions suddenly manage to seize the oppor-
tunity to frame themselves as victims, as an endangered 
species, or as a native population that will soon be overrun 
by heinous invaders.

As far as it addresses a certain need to treat the fading 
certitude of Western supremacy in the sunset years of its 
world domination, both the scandalization of borders and 
the subsequent victimization of migrants may turn out to be 
quite a successful therapy for the collective psyche. But its 
pain-relieving and alleviating e"ect is only temporary, and 
there is not even any great imperative to unmask it.

Instead there is an urgent need for a theory of borders that 
rejects the permanent temptation to remain descriptive and 
illustrative, to act in an ultimately a#rmative sense and to 
provide a decoration of the border by indulging in recurrent 
tropes of charity and compassion, nostalgia and resentment.

As soon as the border becomes actual and concrete, every 
sign is subjected to a wide range of possible interpretations 
due to ever-changing perspectives. The imaginary character 
of the border is not only constituted by the de!ciencies of 
laws and a lack of interpretive authority: !rst and foremost 
it manifests itself in an indiscernibility of real and unreal, an 
undecidability of true and false.

The phenomena of borders result from the experiences 
that the distinctions between these terms keep changing 
round. The constant exchange of meaning renders any 
form of independent, let alone subversive, thinking almost 
impossible.
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Transnationality
 
The only way out is a radically di!erent approach. A theory 
of contemporary borders has to dare a maximum degree 
of abstraction as the only possibility to undo the picture 
puzzle. It needs to take into account a series of hypotheses.

First, the border is not the limit but the di!erentiator of 
mobility. In its postmodern condition it does not restrict 
freedom of movement as such: it modulates it. As soon as 
it is seen from a global perspective, a border appears as a 
circuit rather than as a line.

The border regime operates as an ampli"er. In all its 
paradoxicality it marks a shift from actuality to potentiality. 
But it acts in a sense that always contains within it its own 
potential to not be. What is at stake at the border is a very 
speci"c notion of impossibility.

It is a border that manages its violations rather than 
ignores them, let alone prevents them from happening. It is 
subject to permanent experimentation in a vast laboratory 
set up to prove under varying circumstances that there is no 
absolute freedom of movement, only a relative one.

Nevertheless, the concept of freedom of movement 
needs to be understood as the derivative of both a desire for 
autonomy as well as of its limitless postponement in societies 
of control, amid ever more convoluted regimes of commu-
nication and mobility.

A notion of ‘transnationality’ could be the vanishing 
point in the distorted view of such a theory of borders. 
Somewhere out of the "eld, beyond the borders of framed 
reality, outside homogenized space and time, it anticipates 
something that is neither seen nor understood, but never-
theless perfectly present within the everyday life of both a 
mobile livelihood and social movements.

Transnationality is a radically di!erent form of organ-
izing and unorganizing that transcends the idea of the 
nation-state as the only reference of di!erent degrees of 
mobility. Instead, it dares to imagine the fragments of an 
absolute freedom of movement.
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John Thackara
 
The Gram Junkies
 
Change in the Way Mobility
Is Thought about Is Essential
 
The many proposals advanced 
by policymakers and designers 
to tackle the ever more 
complex issue of mobility are 
merely spurious solutions, 
according to design critic John 
Thackara. We must radi-
cally change our thinking in 
this regard. In his view, we 
can learn a lot from the work-
ings of the human brain, 
microprocessors and network 
topography. 
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Gram junkies are those fanatical hikers and climbers who 
fret about every gram of weight that might be carried – from 
titanium cook pans to toothbrush covers. Reading their online 
forums you discover that excess weight is not just a performance 
issue for these fanatics: they take excess weight personally. 

In the matter of sustainable mobility, we all need to become 
gram junkies. Modern mobility doesn’t just damage the 
biosphere, our only home. Global systems of air, rail and road 
travel are also greedy in their use of space, matter, energy and 
land. Economic structures perpetuate the problem. Few laws 
or tax regimes take account of these hidden costs. Sustainable 
mobility is more about changes to economic structures and 
cultural perceptions than about the development of exotic power 
sources for vehicles.

The hardest design challenge is the complexity of ‘transport’ 
and mobility as a policy or design issue. Many transportation 
interventions help solve one or two problems – but exacerbate 
others. The best-known example of such a rebound e#ect is the 
way that the expansion of highways reduces congestion for a 
time – but tends to increase total vehicle tra$c. Another rebound 
e#ect is economic: increased vehicle fuel e$ciency conserves 
energy, but because it reduces vehicle operating costs, it tends to 
increase total vehicle travel. 

These negative on-costs are compounded through time. 
The growth of the us Interstate Highway System, for example, 
changed fundamental relationships between time, cost and space. 
We spend the same amount of time travelling today as we did 
50 years ago – but we use that time to travel longer distances. 
The average German citizen today drives 15,000 km a year; in 
1950 she covered just 2,000. A lot of our travel time these days is 
commuting and work-related travel which we believe we cannot 
avoid – but which we simply did not do 50 years ago, We also 
spend a lot of time travelling in order to shop and to take the 
kids to distant schools – ‘essential’ journeys that did not exist a 
generation or two ago. 

These new patterns of use of space and time, which have 
been enabled by car ownership, have stimulated the growth, in 
turn, of a gigantic worldwide ecology of mutually dependent 
economic actors. It is not in the interest of these actors to reduce 
transport intensity; on the contrary, their economic survival 
depends on its perpetual growth. 

Unsustainable transport is not, for the most part, the result of 
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bad behaviour such as laziness. It’s the result of human beings 
responding to economic stimuli. Todd Litman, who runs the 
Victoria Transport Policy Institute in Canada, explains one way 
in which simple tax arrangements amplify transport intensity. 
To a car owner, for example, depreciation, insurance, registra-
tion and residential parking are largely $xed costs – they are 
not directly a%ected by how much a vehicle is driven. Motorists 
therefore have an incentive to maximize their vehicle travel to 
get their money’s worth from such expenditures. They receive 
no incentives to drive less. Litman describes these market distor-
tions as ‘economic traps’ in which competition for resources 
creates con&icts between individual interests and the common 
good. Most insidious of all: the impacts of these economic traps 
are ‘cumulative and synergistic: total impacts are greater than 
the sum of individual impacts’, as Litman puts it. Seemingly 
innocuous $scal distortions skew countless travel decisions and 
contribute to a long-term cycle of automobile dependency.

The damaging impacts of modern mobility on the biosphere 
tend to be indirect and hard to perceive. Curiously, the same 
goes for its impact on human bodies. Cars kill people too – but 
without causing much of a fuss. An average of 3,242 people die 
on the roads each day around the world1 – a number similar 
to the total deaths in the 9-11 attacks. 
Children are especially vulnerable: 
tra*c accident deaths account for 41 per 
cent of all child deaths by injury. But the carnage caused among 
children by cars barely registers on the public imagination. The 
threat of ‘terrorism’, on the other hand, has driven the growth of 
‘homeland security’ as a new global industry.

Even when it doesn’t kill people outright, modern mobility is 
bad for our health – and the on-costs of that, too, are astronom-
ical. The highest rates of obesity, for example, correlate 1:1 with 
the proportion of car journeys taken by children – and the costs 
of obesity are heading for 10 per cent of us gdp. Increased auto 
dependency and air pollution also contribute to escalating respi-
ratory illnesses, cardiovascular disease 
and hospital admissions.2 

The movement of stu% is as much a burden on the planet as 
the movement of people. The World Economic Forum estimates 
that 2,800 megatonnes of harmful emissions – or 5.5 per cent 
of the total – are contributed by the 
logistics and transport sector.3 Even if 

1. injurytriallawyer.com/library/
facts-$gures-death-and-mortality-
statistics-for-accidental-injury.
cfm.

2. sfphes.org/phes_transport.htm

3. weforum.org/pdf/ip/Supply-
ChainDecarbonization.pdf. 
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modern mobility were not a climate-change or social problem, 
the fact that global mobility depends on a $nite energy source – 
oil – means it is fundamentally not resilient as a system. Whether 
oil and gas are at a peak or on a plateau, increasing consumption 
means that the nine million gallons of petrol people currently use 
in the us each day simply will not be available, in future, in the 
quantities desired. And because 95 per cent of all transportation 
depends on oil, life-critical systems that are transport-dependent 
– such as food – are also vulnerable to 
any disruption in the prevailing logistical 
system.4

A dazzling array of solutions is being considered to deal with 
these complex challenges. The website Newmobility.org, for 
example, has identi$ed 177 di+erent projects and approaches to 
sustainable mobility.5 These range from bus rapid transit (brt), 
car-free days and demand-responsive 
transport (drt) to hitchhiking, pedestri-
anization, smart parking strategies and vanpooling. The trouble 
is that every solution that assumes our present or increased levels 
of transport intensity turns out, on closer inspection, not to be 
viable. 

 
Non-Solutions
 
To a car company, replacing the chrome wing mirror on an suv 
with a carbon $bre one is a step towards sustainable transporta-
tion. To a radical ecologist, all forms of motorized movement are 
unsustainable. So when is transportation sustainable and when 
is it not? Chris Bradshaw, a transport economist, emphasizes 
that ‘light’ transport systems are not, per se, sustainable – only 
less unsustainable than commuting by car.6 ‘Light rail supports 
far-2ung suburbs; street cars support, 
well, street-car suburbs,’ says Bradshaw. 
‘A smaller, more e3cient, or alterna-
tive-fuel vehicle is only less unsustainable than another private 
vehicle. It will still take up space on the road and in parking lots; 
it will still threaten the life and limb of others; it will still create 
noise, and it still will require lots of energy and resources to 
manufacture, transport to a dealer, and dispose of when its life 
ends.’ 

Bradshaw wants planners and designers to respect what 
he calls ‘the scalar hierarchy’. This is when trips taken most 

4. jameshowardkunstler.
typepad.com/clusterfuck_
nation/2008/11/presto-change-
o.html.

5. ecoplan.org/wtpp/wt_index.
htm. 

6. thecity$x.com/the-future-of-
urban-sustainable-mobility-go-
beyond-the-car/.
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frequently are short enough to be made on foot (even if pulling 
a small cart), while the next more frequent trips require a bike or 
street car, and so on. ‘If one adheres to this, then there are so few 
trips to be made by car that owning one is foolish.’

Investments in high-speed trains such as the tgv are another 
non-solution. Europeans believe that high-speed trains are far 
more environmentally friendly than aircraft – but they’re not.7 
When researchers at Martin Luther 
University studied the construction, 
use and disposal of high-speed rail 
infrastructure, they found that it takes 48 kg of solid primary 
resources for one passenger to travel 100 km by Germany’s 
high-speed train. 

Is one answer to go by banana boat? Not really. The world’s 
merchant *eet contributes nearly 4.5 per cent of all global 
emissions – a huge amount, up there with cars, housing, agri-
culture and industry.8 (Like aviation, 
shipping emissions are omitted from 
European targets for cutting global 
warming.) 

Electric cars are the biggest distraction of all. The assump-
tion in European and us policy is that smart grids powered 
by renewable energy will power millions of electric or hybrid 
vehicles.9 Unfortunately, these technology-driven solutions are 
not viable once the economics of elec-
trical grid modernization, and sheer 
time, are factored in. The German branch of the World Wildlife 
Fund (wwf) published a study in May 2009 (conducted with 
izes, a German institute for future energy systems) – electric 
cars reduce greenhouse gases only marginally, they found.10 
The manufacturing processes of both the 
hybrid and the fully electric car require 
more energy than those of any conven-
tional petrol-powered car. A worst-case (and frankly most 
likely) scenario is that most electric cars will run on electricity 
from coal rather than from renewable sources. 

The least talked-about obstacle to electric transportation 
concerns the raw materials needed to manufacture the vehicles. 
Rare earth metals are key to global e4orts to switch to cleaner 
energy and therefore cleaner transportation. But mining and 
processing these metals cause immense environmental damage. 
Each year, China’s rare-earth industry produces more than 5ve 

7. changeobserver.
designobserver.com/entry.
html?entry=21768.

8. guardian.co.uk/environ-
ment/2008/feb/13/climate-
change.pollution. 

9. ec.europa.eu/
resource-e8cient-europe/.

10. zdnetasia.com/news/hardware
/0,39042972,62053736,00.htm.
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times the amount of waste gas, including deadly $uorine and 
sulfur dioxide, than the total $ared annually by all miners and 
oil re%ners in the us.11 Alongside that 13 billion m3 of gas are 25 
million tonnes of waste water laced with 
cancer-causing heavy metals such as 
cadmium. And, just as we already have 
a problem with peak oil, a shortfall looks likely in the world’s 
capacity to produce lithium. One rare-metals expert, William 
Tahil, claims the production of hybrid and electric cars will soon 
tax the world’s production of lithium 
carbonate.12 

 
Think More, Move Less
 
Politicians dissemble, or lie, or both, in response to a perceived 
dilemma: transportation damages the biosphere, costs a fortune 
and kills people – and yet transport, they believe, is essential 
to economic growth. This false belief is based on grossly inad-
equate ecological accounting and the power of the myriad indus-
tries involved. Every actor in the aviation industry, for example 
– airplane manufacturers, airlines, airports – is subsidized by 
direct grants and tax breaks. Remove these hidden subsidies, and 
also charge aviation the true costs of its environmental impact, 
and the whole enterprise becomes 
un-economic even on its own terms.13 

Politicians are also scared that no voter will tolerate a curtail-
ment of air travel. A better way to put it is that no rich voter 
will. Only 5 per cent of the world’s population has ever $own. 
Aviation is overwhelmingly an activity of the rich, and strong 
measures to combat the environmental impact of aviation would 
not adversely impact poor people.14 

We once hoped that the Internet would replace trips to the 
mall, that air travel would give way to teleconferencing and 
that digital transmission would replace the physical delivery of 
books and videos. In the event, technology has indeed enabled 
some of these new kinds of mobility – but in addition to, not as 
replacements for, the old kinds. In the same way that roads built 
to relieve congestion have increased total tra*c, the Internet has 
increased physical transport intensity in the economy as a whole. 
Rhetorics of a ‘weightless’ economy, the ‘death of distance’ 
and the ‘displacement of matter by mind’ sound ridiculous, in 
retrospect. 

11. noir.bloomberg.com/apps/
news?pid=20601010&sid=aGl5
xE0ld2d4. 

12. tyler.blogware.com/lithium_
shortage.pdf.

13. ens-newswire.com/ens/
apr2003/2003-04-23-02.asp.

14. worldwatch.org/node/4346.
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Rather than tinker with symptoms – such as inventing 
hydrogen-powered vehicles, or turning petrol stations into 
battery stations – the more interesting and pertinent design 
task is to rethink the way we use time and space and to reduce the 
movement of matter – whether goods or people – by changing 
the word ‘faster’ to ‘closer’. 

Our transportation challenge can be compared to distrib-
uted computing. The speed-obsessed computer world, in which 
network designers rail against delays measured in milliseconds, 
is years ahead of the rest of us in rethinking space-time issues. 
It can teach us how to rethink relationships between place and 
time in the real world, too. Embedded on microchips, computer 
operations entail a precise accounting for the speed of light. 
The problem geeks constantly struggle with is called latency 
– the delay caused by the time it takes for a remote request to 
be serviced or for a message to travel between two processing 
nodes. Another key word, attenuation, describes the loss of trans-
mitted signal strength as a result of interference – a weakening of 
the signal as it travels farther from its source – much as the taste 
of strawberries grown in Spain weakens as they are trucked to 
faraway places. The brick walls of latency and attenuation have 
led computer designers to speak of a ‘light-speed crisis’ in micro-
processor design. 

The clever design solution to the light-speed crisis is to move 
processors closer to the data – in ecological terms, to relocalize 
the economy. 

Network designers, striving to reduce geodesic distance, have 
developed the so-called storewidth paradigm or ‘cache and 
carry’. They focus on copying, replicating and storing web pages 
as close as possible to their %nal destination, at content access 
points. Thus, if you go online to retrieve a large software update 
from a %le library, you are often given a choice of countries from 
which to download it. This technique is called ‘load balancing’ – 
even though the loads in question, packets of information, don’t 
actually weigh anything in real-world terms. Cache-and-carry 
companies maintain tens of thousands of such caches around the 
world. 

By monitoring demand for each item downloaded, and 
making more copies available in its caches when demand rises 
and fewer when demand falls, operators help to smooth out 
huge &uctuations in tra'c. Other companies combine the 
cache-and-carry approach with smart %le sharing or ‘portable 
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shared memory parallel programming’. Users’ own computers, 
anywhere on the Internet, are used as shared memory systems 
so that recently accessed content can be delivered quickly when 
needed to other users nearby on the network. 

 
The Law of Locality
 
My favourite example of decentralized production concerns 
drinks. The weight of beer and other drinks, especially mineral 
water, trucked from one rich nation to another is a large 
component of the freight $ood that threatens to overwhelm 
us. But %rst Coca-Cola and now a boom in microbreweries 
demonstrate a radically lighter approach: export the recipe, and 
sometimes the production equipment, but source raw material 
and distribute locally. 

People and information want to be closer. When planning 
where to put capacity, network designers are guided by the law 
of locality. This law states that network tra&c is at least 80 per 
cent local, 95 per cent continental and only 5 per cent intercon-
tinental. Communication network designers use another rule we 
can learn from in the analogue world: ‘The less the space, the 
more the room.’ In silicon, the trade-o+ between speed and heat 
generated improves dramatically as size diminishes: small tran-
sistors run faster, cooler and cheaper. Hence the development of 
the so-called processor-in-memory (pim) – an integrated circuit 
that contains both memory and logic on the same chip.

So, too, in the analogue world: radically decentralized archi-
tectures of production and distribution can radically reduce the 
material costs of production. We need to build systems that take 
advantage of the power of networks – but that do so in ways that 
optimize ‘localness’.

Nowhere is this design principle – ‘the less the space, the more 
the room’ – better demonstrated than in the human brain. The 
brain, in Edward O. Wilson’s words, is ‘like 100 billion squids 
linked together’ – an intricately wired system of nerve cells, 
each a few millionths of a metre wide, connected to other nerve 
cells by hundreds of thousands of endings. Information transfer 
in brains is improved when neuron circuits %lling specialized 
functions are placed together in clusters. 

Neurobiologists have discovered an extraordinary array 
of such functions: sensory relay stations, integrative centres, 
memory modules and emotional control centres, to name a few. 
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The ideal brain case is spherical, or close to it, Wilson observes, 
because a sphere has the smallest surface relative to volume of 
any geometric form. A sphere also allows more circuits to be 
placed close together; the average length of circuits can thus 
be minimized, which raises the speed of transmission while 
lowering the energy cost for their construction and maintenance.

The mobility dilemma is not as hard as it looks. I have tried 
here to look at the issue through a fresh lens and to borrow from 
other domains, such as microprocessor design, network topog-
raphy and the geodesy of the human brain. The biosphere itself 
is the result of 3.8 billion years of iterative, trial-and-error design 
– so we can safely assume it’s an optimized solution. As Janine 
Benyus explains in her wonderful book Biomimicry, biological 
communities, by and large, are localized or relatively closely 
connected in time and space.15 Their energy 'ux is low; distances 
covered are proximate. With the 
exception of a few high-'ying species, in 
other words, ‘nature does not commute 
to work’.

15. Janine Benyus, Biomimicry: 
Innovation Inspired by Nature 
(New York: Perennial (Harper-
Collins), 1998).
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Tatiana Goryucheva
 
Food Mobility and Traceability 

!e Preconditions for the 
Democratic Design of Technology
 
Media theorist Tatiana 
Goryucheva investigates the logic 
behind the correlations between 
the traceability of food and the 
technological and social proc-
esses during its production. She 
advocates a democratic model of 
a socio-technological infrastruc-
ture for reconnecting people with 
their natural and social environ-
ment through food.



Food Mobility and Traceability  

Tracing the origin of our food, its quality, conditions of produc-
tion and other relevant data is a service we expect modern tech-
nology should be able to provide us with. Many personal mobile 
devices today can be updated with applications for scanning 
symbolical codes on products’ packages. Production and delivery 
companies increasingly use advanced equipment and software 
to monitor their supply chains. At the same time, expert and 
activist organizations provide the public with plenty of informa-
tion on different aspects of food’s background and related issues. 
Yet we as consumers, standing in front of a shelf in a super-
market or local grocery shop, have no clear picture of where our 
food comes from, how is it produced or even what, exactly, is in 
it. What is the missing link? 

So far most ongoing research and development reveals a 
predominantly technocratic approach towards the issue of food 
traceability, which is the elaboration of practically and economi-
cally efficient tools for monitoring and controlling food supply 
chains on national and international scales by companies and 
governmental authorities. %e main argument against such an 
approach is that it omits the diversity of agendas embedded 
in the politics of the global food market, where relationships 
between food producers and consumers are increasingly deter-
mined by a variety of institutional arrangements. %e problem 
with those arrangements in the situation of a globalized food 
market is that their settlement is often not transparent and 
the major players and beneficiaries are not fully accountable 
according to democratic criteria. Since the role of technologies 
in fostering both social and economic relationships within the 
global network society is increasingly important, it seems logical 
to question the politics of its development from a democratic 
perspective. What seems to be the most striking problem in 
the case of food traceability technology is that its objectives so 
far do not include an active role of the consumer as a critical 
political player, despite his economic significance.

In this article I would like to review the critical aspects of 
the logic of interrelationships between the issue of ‘food trace-
ability’, objectified in a technological form, and the social 
process in the course of its production. %e question that I seek 
to address in this regard is whether the current practices in the 
development and implementation of food traceability under the 
conditions of globalization adequately incorporate the growing 
demand for democratization, that is people’s involvement with 
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politics, especially when it concerns the mediatory role of tech-
nologies and the institutional arrangements on the global food 
market.

 
Towards a Non-Technocratic Approach
 
In the contemporary information politics of the food market 
notions of ‘security’ and ‘safety’ are the predominant incen-
tives behind the idea of food traceability taking shape in public 
debates right now. Considering the increasing dynamics of 
the global food market in terms of the quantity of exported 
and imported products, the public concerns about guarantees 
of quality of food delivered from all over the world put more 
pressure on the food industry and governments to provide 
a proper control. At the same time, a range of other issues 
and concerns are being introduced into the public debate. In 
particular, ethical considerations are becoming an increasingly 
important factor in the economy of food production, trade and 
consumption. %e authors of the research Ethical Traceability 
and Communicating Food advocate a shift in the regulatory 
agenda concerning food-related policies of the European author-
ities. It should incorporate a broader spectrum of the ethical 
concerns voiced by citizens, such as the preservation of the 
environment, social injustice, animal welfare and fair trade. %e 
authors stipulate that this is a rather practical political matter 
that should be structurally addressed: ‘From the political and 
institutional standpoint, the themes of governance, democratic 
citizenship, political participation and sustainable development 
are confronted with the compelling need to establish institu-
tions that are capable of delivering efficacy and maintaining 
legitimacy both in the society and in the market.’ Further on 
the authors state that reviewing reforms 
of the food market regulation in the 
 since  reveals that ‘the nature 
of  governance has not changed to 
any notable extent in the food safety 
regulatory reforms’ and remains ‘essentially technocratic’. In 
this context traceability is imbedded in  food law (Regula-
tion /) as its general principle and is in itself ‘a precau-
tionary and procedural instrument for food safety and risk 
management that is based on the model of liberal governance 
whose main purpose is the regulation and unification of the 

. Christian Coff, David Barling, 
Michiel Korthals and %orkild 
Nielsen (eds.), Ethical Trace-
ability and Communicating Food 
(Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 
), .

. Ibid.
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European market’. In response to that a 
different approach to traceability is suggested that, instead of a 
sheer regulatory instrument, should be turned into a means ‘to 
promote and facilitate’ an informed food choice, thus putting 
the consumer at the centre of the equation. ‘In this way,’ the 
authors argue, ‘trust may be re-embedded in the European food 
system in a more sustainable fashion.’

 
Sociotechnological Challenges of Globalization
 
If we assume that the idea proposed by the authors of the 
research and voiced by many others is to be a guiding principle 
for the implementation of food traceability, then it should 
concern itself with reassessing the spectrum of relationships 
between the public on the one side, and on the other the 
economic and political actors associated one way or another 
with the production of technological solutions for food trace-
ability. Up until now the development of traceability technology 
has mostly addressed the internal needs of the food industry, 
such as managing supply chains and quality control, whereas the 
desires of consumers are presented discursively as a value-adding 
factor. Recently, more interest has been shown in the develop-
ment of consumer technologies, mainly applications for portable 
devices such as ’s ‘Breadcrumps’, publicized but not yet 
available, or currently distributed via iTunes ‘HarvestMark’ for 
iPhone. However, the developers of these and similar applica-
tions are destined to run into serious dilemmas when embarking 
on the task of food information supply, which one cannot 
simply crowdsource, or make fully open and voluntary. While 
the economic stakes are high on the food market, the implica-
tions of providing improper information linked to a product 
on a shelf are potentially too damaging for both consumers and 
industries. On a global scale one cannot organize a process of 
the required data management without reliable sociotechno-
logical support structures, which would guarantee the accuracy 
and verifiability of information. In the situation of a competi-
tive liberalized market with privately owned companies as major 
players, guided by legal arrangements that favour the means of 
reinforcement of competitiveness (of which commercial secrets 
and intellectual property protection are the most crucial), 
general public interests tend to be superseded by private 
interests in the course of designing commercial technology. (is 

. Ibid.

. Ibid.
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means that when the initiation of technology is left to the entre-
preneurial will of competing companies, the ideal ‘free market’ 
approach to food traceability is not an appropriate solution, as 
it cannot provide the level of transparency and external control 
necessary for the sake of public interests. 

&e nature of traceability technology is such that it requires 
a complex infrastructure and elaborate arrangements, including 
the institutional ones mentioned above. Traceability is an 
example of a pervasive network technology, which does not have 
a finished stable form and requires multiple interrelated nodes 
through which data and metadata can be integrated and verified. 
A practical tool that can connect us to the history of the food 
that we consume is just a part of the arrangement. It needs to be 
built in line with the prior institutionally established standards 
regarding the whole chain of food production, delivery and 
informatization. &e main problem with the design of the tech-
nological component of the broader issue of food traceability 
is that, unlike an autonomous device that has to comply with a 
limited amount of technical standards defining its functionality, 
it must be applied to the rather fluctuating unstable and hetero-
geneous reality of the global food market. It means that the 
process of setting up standards for food traceability technology 
should take into account the political challenges that the process 
of globalization involves, where the task of setting up standards 
is probably a smaller problem than their implementation and 
control. One of the most critical of those challenges is the 
democratization of the process of technological development.

 
Politics of Standards
 
For philosopher Andrew Feenberg, the way towards the democ-
ratization of technology lies in the reconsideration of the modes 
of technical design. &e latter reflects a ‘technical code’, a set 
of standards that is the result of rather controversial social 
processes. &ese processes are hidden in the technical object; 
a finished product does not reveal the controversies involved in 
the politics of setting up its standards once they are established 
through a ‘technical code’. If we accept 
Feenberg’s argument that setting up 
standards is the practice in which the 
politics of technology resides, then we 
should look for ideas of defining and 

. Andrew Feenberg, ‘Democratic 
Rationalization: Technology, 
Power, and Freedom’, in: Robert 
C. Scharff and Val Dusek (eds.), 
Philosophy of Technology: !e 
Technological Condition (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, ).
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implementing the standards that are more suitable for a demo-
cratic process. 

$e recent movement towards the democratization of tech-
nological development brought in the idea of ‘open standards’ 
along with ‘open source’ software design practices. $e main 
premise for the introduction of open standards has a lot to 
do with the ideology of open and free communication, upon 
which the development of the Internet and the World Wide 
Web have been based so far. According to Tim Berners-Lee, 
the Web inventor and director of the World Wide Web Consor-
tium, which plays a significant role in laying down guidelines 
for the introduction and implementation of standards for the 
Internet and Web-related technologies, ‘open standards’ are 
‘standards that can have any committed expert involved in the 
design, that have been widely reviewed as acceptable, that are 
available for free on the Web, and that are royalty-free (no need 
to pay) for developers and users’. While the ‘Internet era’ of 
technology dramatically influenced the 
modes of its development to the extent 
that ideas of ‘open standards’ and ‘open 
source’ started to be adopted by govern-
ments and proprietary companies, 
the critical issue of the democratiza-
tion of technology is not resolved by 
its premises. $e main question in this regard is: How are the 
social and political issues related to technological implementa-
tion, but which exceed the scope of technological expertise, 
present in the process of setting up technological standards? So 
far, and Berners-Lee’s definition complies with the prevailing 
assumption, the purview of technological standards remains 
a sanctuary of technology experts. Moreover, regardless of the 
definition of the standards, the tendency towards depoliticizing 
standards-setting procedures occurs particularly in the insti-
tutional autonomization of the role of specialized professional 
communities in the standards-development process, and, partly 
related to this, the expansion of the privatization of standards. 
$e latter is characterized as a ‘digital 
enclosure’ by Timothy Schoechle 
in his research Standardization and 
Digital Enclosure. !e Privatization of 
Standards Knowledge and Policy in the 
Age of Global Information Technology. 

. Tim Berners-Lee, ‘Long Live 
the Web: A Call for Continued 
Open Standards and Neutrality’, 
Scientific American Magazine,  
November . Available online 
at: http://www.scientificamerican.
com/article.cfm?id=long-live-
the-web&page=, published 
 November , accessed  
January .

. Timothy Schoechle, Stand-
ardization and Digital Enclosure: 
!e Privatization of Standards, 
Knowledge, and Policy in the Age 
of Global Information Technology 
(Advances in It Standards and 
Standardization Research) (IGI 
Global Information Science 
Reference, ).
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Schoechle’s analysis is an attempt to shift the focus of discus-
sions about standards from results to the process, where forms 
and conditions of participation should be of primary concern. 
In this respect, further deliberations about the democratization 
of practices regarding standards development should focus on 
reassessing the existing institutional arrangements.

&e current stage of development of standards for food trace-
ability is expressed in the :() document. &e 
document is designed within the procedural framework of the 
International Organization for Standardization and can by 
no means be characterized as an ‘open standard’. Despite the 
fact that, according to the  statement, all interested parties 
affected by a standard can potentially be present in the commit-
tees responsible for its development, participation in the process 
is not transparent and even susceptible to dominance abuse, 
according to critics. While the development of traceability tech-
nologies can hardly follow the path of the Internet and Web 
technologies, developed mostly outside , a critical review of 
the social mechanisms of standards setting for its implemen-
tation necessarily should take into account the expectations 
introduced by Internet communities regarding the openness of 
the process. At the same time the problem of democratization 
of technology cannot be reduced to the issues of openness and 
accessibility alone. &ere is an intricate dichotomy built into the 
practice of the development of standards, particularly within 
an international context. On the one hand, the design of most 
of the standards assumes their voluntarily adoption, unless a 
special, usually governmental, regulation enforces it. On the 
other, the very necessity of standards is created by a search for 
binding rules and, thus, controlling tools over technological 
development. It means that in order to ensure the development 
of technology with respect to the demands of the rest of society, 
the standardization procedure itself should be designed in such 
a way that it includes a broader social agenda at both levels, 
contribution and control. As the case of food traceability shows, 
enabling it goes far beyond the technological solution in a tech-
nodeterminist sense. 
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Can We Close the Democratic Gap .? 
 
One of the major problems in the relationship between the 
development of technologies and democratic institutions was 
identified by philosopher John Dewey in his analysis of the 
democratic public sphere of the industrial age. He observed 
an inadequate institutional response to the industrial revolu-
tion, which he associated with ‘democratic disturbances’. 'e 
production of new technologies in 
the course of industrialization had a 
disruptive impact upon institutional 
arrangements. Instead of replacing old 
institutions by new ones, a rather contradictory readjustment 
occurred. Persistence of old institutions, the most important 
of which for industrial development had been the institute 
of private property, along with the introduction of new ones, 
accompanied by ideologies of utilitarian economic determinism 
and individualism, contributed, according to Dewey, to distur-
bances of democratic forms. It undermined the necessity of 
broad and direct public engagement with politics. One can see 
that the problem repeats itself in the case of the postindustrial 
informational revolution. While the Internet and social media 
enable people to be more engaged with matters of society and 
its political agenda in a direct and participatory way, the institu-
tional political realm is still unable to structurally accommodate 
this remarkable sociotechnological shift in its practices. 'e 
food traceability case is an obvious example of this discrepancy. 
As more and more diverse groups and individuals begin to play a 
significant role in the information politics of the food market at 
a global scale, especially with the help of social media, the food 
industry becomes more dependent on peoples’ knowledge about 
the products, based on information provided by third parties. 
'e question is: How can the increasing social participation in 
food information politics be integrated with the implementation 
of food traceability at the technological level in a more open 
democratic way?

'e logic of the development of software applications for 
personal devices is such that together with their increasing role 
in the mediation of our engagement with everyday reality, the 
demand for more freedom regarding flexibility and customiza-
tion of tools according to individual choice increases, too. 'is 
is what very likely would be an ideal food traceability applica-

. John Dewey, !e Public and Its 
Problems (New York: Henry Holt 
& Co, ), republished in  
by Swallow Press and in  by 
Ohio University Press.
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tion, according to one of the bloggers on the issue: ‘Here is 
how I would envision the “shopping app” of the future. First, 
I can personalize my filter. I can do that based on standardized 
product attributes. I can set, whether I care about “organic”, 
“locally grown”, absence or presence of certain ingredients and 
other filters. Once this filter is being set, I would like to cross 
reference exactly those product attributes with my local grocery 
stores, I would like to see who carries products and potentially 
at what price. When I really would use my application on my 
smart phone to read a bar-code, I would like to be flagged,  
if any of my desired features is missing and which ones are 
present. I don’t want to read a poem about the product where  
I need to find the information I care for 
by reading % of information I do not 
care about at all.’

'e next step is to envision a democratic model of a socio-
technological infrastructure for reconnecting people with their 
natural and social environment through food. 'e problem 
of the democratization of technology is not the question of 
choosing a mode of social or practical engagement with tech-
nology, but rather the elaboration of principles for a proper 
inclusive, open and fair process of its development, and their 
practical implementation.

. See: http://food-erp.com/blog/
category/traceability/, published 
 May , accessed  January 
.
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The euro crisis has seen rising 
inflation, an inability for countries to 
manage their budget deficits, and 
subsequent difficulties in addressing 
the bailout schemes provided. The euro 
is beginning to lose credibility via its 
broken promise of the original model, 
found detailed in the Maastricht criteria. 
An inevitable fragmentation of countries 
within the euro zone has begun. 
Economists are beginning to seriously 
question the future of the euro and it is 
becoming relevant to speculate on what 
may succeed the euro in the event of a 
collapse.

Despite calls to opt out of the euro 
and reintroduce national currencies, 
comeback national money would be 
quite baseless as a standard of value. 
Its moment of issue would need to 
be prepared long in advance. And 
its exchange rate would need to be 
established against the euro. Any freefall 
of the euro would inevitably affect the 
escape currency as well.

We turn to organizations that have 
the capacity to establish membership, 
value and exchange, but are not states. 
Facebook, the social networking platform, 
is a commercial firm that provides its 
users with free services. As its user 
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Fig. 2
Facebook is among 

Europe’s most popular 
(and populous) online 
social networks.

Fig. 3
When scaling up, social 

networks face challenges 
similar to those of 
governments. 
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base continues to grow, Facebook may 
be considered a political association 
in an early stage of development. It 
is governed undemocratically, yet by 
the consent of voluntary membership. 
Facebook has over 600 million users, 
allowing the possibility for its credit 
system to become a dominant form of 
online payment. As Facebook gains 
further users, online merchants will 
become increasingly pressured to accept 
Facebook credits as a customary form 
of payment. Facebook credits have a 
fixed universal exchange rate, which 
decreases the chance of complications 
when purchasing goods. Despite rapid 
expansion, Facebook also continues to 
demonstrate reliability and security. 

However, just as Facebook has the 
power to accommodate growing online 
purchases, it is equally likely to use 
access to purchasing data for increased 
target advertising and overall control. 

With further expansion, there is reason 
to assume that Facebook credits may 
eventually become a plausible form of 
currency outside of the virtual realm, 
nursing the fractured currencies of the 
world through global oversight. 

Facebook credits would present a 
more immediately feasible alternative 
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Fig. 4
The ubiquitous 

Facebook lower case 
“f”logo is a single stroke 
away from becoming a 
currency symbol.
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to the euro in the event of a collapse, as 
many euro-zone citizens already have 
Facebook accounts, spandexed between 
national jurisdiction by birth, and social 
network participation by choice.

A response to this situation should 
be expected from France and Germany, 
prone to present national alternatives 
to a simple fallback to Facebook. 
Germany’s likely response to a folding 
euro would not be a new Deutsche Mark, 
but a national virtual currency. Such an 
‘e-Mark’ would meet a perceived desire 
for national jurisdiction and control, but 
at the same time express technological 
innovation. Conversely, France is 
expected to think through the problem 
on its own, more fundamental terms, and 
propose a European social network as 
an alternative to Facebook, just as it once 
tried to challenge the Google search 
engine.

The success of both efforts is 
expected to be partial, with Facebook 
still coming out as the dominant currency 
standard. 

The euro-Facebook assemblage is 
makeshift and precarious. It includes not 
just money and finance but the entire 
social livelihood of citizen subjects. 
The monetization of social ties is 
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Fig. 5 & 6
Always keen on 

innovation, Germany’s 
most likely move would 
be to launch a virtual 
currency of its own 
design, helping Microsoft 
to get up to speed.
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both a treasure trove of Silicon Valley 
investment, and a last resort to faltering 
postindustrial economies trying to live off 
immaterial goods. Social reputation as 
credit is conclusively exemplified by the 
term ‘Whuffie’. Originally conceived by 
the author Cory Doctorow as a fictional 
index of on personal reputation, Whuffie 
is now shorthand for the type of value 
exchanged in social transactions and 
consequently ‘stored’ in the user base of 
successful social media platforms.

The social gold rush is eventually 
expected to exploit hitherto ungraspable 
occurrences, such as the making of eye 
contact.

Facebook, in its relentless pursuit of 
the social domain, has recently made 
moves to brand protect not just its own 
company name but even the word ‘face’ 
itself.

Facestate is the ultimate combination 
of government and social media. Under 
the combined regime of public spending 
cutbacks and participation in social 
networks, Facestate is expected to, in the 
mid to long term, supplant the welfare 
state. Facestate is the social superpower.
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Fig. 8 & 9
Facebook usage in the 

Eurozone, percentage of 
population per country, 
September 2010, source: 
internetworldstats.com
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Nerea Calvillo

Colored Data Clouds

Ubiquitous Ambient 
Technologies as Public Urban 
Infrastructures

With the project In the Air,1 
Spanish architect Nerea Calvillo 
wants to make the citizens of 
Madrid more aware of the city’s 
official monitoring systems for 
measuring air pollution and get 
them involved. Through the de-
velopment of interfaces, collec-
tive action can be initiated that 
is aimed at exchanging experi-
ences and raising community 
consciousness. 1. In the Air is an ongoing project initiated in 

2008 by the author of this text, and has been 
developed through collaborative workshops 
with 30 international collaborators. See www.
intheair.es. 
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This text aims to question some of the aspects of Madrid’s aerial 
ecosystem through the project In the Air. By visualizing the substances 
in the air as non-human, invisible agents, it sets out to identify their 
physical, social and political relation to the urban environment, with 
effects ranging from the interior of the human body to the image of 
the city. Visibility of this symmetrical relationship between humans 
and non humans makes it possible to shed light on its controversies 
and to include these in the social political debate.

In 1967 Reyner Banham described Los Angeles, identifying 
four ecologies that integrated the geographical, infrastructural, archi-
tectonical, social and political aspects of the city.2 This eco-systemic 
perspective allowed him to comprehend the interrelation and contex-
tualization of urban systems, as 
well as how they are embedded in 
their physical and social context.

The urban milieu has been documented in almost all of 
its aspects, from the built environment to traffic and energy flows. 
However, there are equally active invisible agents, whose functioning 
and properties we ignore because they are invisible from a certain 
point of view. An example of these invisible actors is provided by the 
microscopic and non-human substances in the air, which are agents 
of the aerial ecosystem, a new ecology that could be added to Reyner 
Banham’s urban analysis.

The specific case of Madrid is relevant here because of its 
symbolic and public health implications. First, it is one of the most 
contaminated cities in Europe, to the extent that it has been fined 
several times by the European Commission. And secondly, because 
traditionally the city has been represented by its sky, from Velazquez’s 
royal equestrian paintings to contemporary pictures, accompanied by 
the seventeenth-century proverb and present urban marketing slogan: 
‘From Madrid to the sky.’

However, the sky of the city has changed from a deep blue to 
a light brown, so either action must be taken to restore its previous 
qualities or the city may need to find new representations.

In Madrid’s official air-quality monitoring system, sensors 
are hosted in green steel boxes in the middle of boulevards or rounda-
bouts, hidden by plants or trees, camouflaged to the eyes of passers-by. 
They become invisible devices, and their data remains invisible in the 
public space.

The results of these measurements are published on the City 
Council’s web page. As they are published in a non-computable format 
they can’t be used by citizens, and the highly specific data they provide 

2. Reyner Banham, The Architecture of Four 
Ecologies (Berkeley, CA: California University 
Press, 1995).
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make it impossible to combine different data sets and make compari-
sons. Therefore the analysis of this public data is relegated to experts, 
who are the only ones able to understand the implications.

Having seen that data in all its formats is black-boxed, the 
project In the Air proposes different ways of making these data public. 
It does so by testing prototypes of mediation devices that allow the 
citizen to access and understand the information emitted by means of 
various levels of communication.

 
Maps as Interactive Machines
 
The first level of communication that was tested by the project is a 
virtual map, conceived as an inscription device that allows different 
sets of quantified data to interrelate. The map is conceived as a 
machine that can be activated in different ways. There are institutions 
that publish two-dimensional or three-dimensional air-quality maps, 
but they are almost never interactive, and therefore have only one way 
of being read.3 The application 
permits many of the visualization 
parameters to be controlled, so 
that the user can construct his or her own map, his own construction 
of reality. In this way not just one visualization is offered, but a tool 
that facilitates multiple interpretations.

In The Air uses a geo-
localized topographical mesh as 
an instrument to interrelate data 
obtained hourly in each measur-
ing station. With it, the user can 
localize his or her position within 
the city and see the density of each 
of the substances, as well as their 
relative quantities in comparison 
to other points of the city.4

Each mesh corresponds to one of the five substances selected: 
Carbon Monoxide (co), Nitrogen Dioxide (no2), Sulphur Dioxide (so2), 
Ozone (O3) and Particulate Matter (pm10). This distinction allows the 
user to identify the different emission sources, the repercussions to 
human health and the possible implications of each substance, as 
well as the actions that can be taken to reduce their densities. In this 
way, the difficulty of understanding the data as a whole is mitigated by 
reducing it to smaller and more comprehensible fragments.

However, these maps are still online and in a virtual 

3. A main reference for the project was pro-
vided by the maps of the London Air Quality 
Network. See www.londonair.org.uk.

4. This topography doesn’t resemble a gas 
and doesn’t move as a fluid, because it 
pretends that people become part (mentally 
or physically) of the model. This strategy is 
called ‘simulation’ in AI studies, as opposed to 
‘mimesis’. In a mimetic process the attention is 
centred on the aspect of things, in a simulation 
process the attention is centred on the identi-
fication with the object. In mimesis there is an 
emphasis on fiction, and on the contrary in a 
simulation the interest is to transform fiction 
into reality.  In: Claudia Gianetti, Estética 
digital (Barcelona: L’angelot, 2002).
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environment, and it is necessary to have equipment and an Internet 
connection to access them. Even the proliferation of 3G mobile phones 
can’t yet guarantee a wide access to digital information in the public 
realm. So it is necessary to identify possible devices that could provide 
access to those data in the public space, to make it possible for people 
to move through the city according to the density of contaminants, or 
to convert the public space into a public arena where urban topics can 
be discussed.

 
Urban Displays
 
A second level of communication is the construction of devices that 
emit information in the urban space.

In Madrid small digital screens are used in one plaza 
(paradoxically at the Tourist Information Centre), where air quality is 
shown together with meteorological conditions. However, as has been 
argued above, these means are insufficient for an understanding of 
the general system or the local situation at any specific point in time. 
Instead, large digital screens could be a possible platform because 
they make it possible to communicate more information in a more 
complex way. These screens, attached to or integrated into a building, 
transform urban space, blurring the boundaries of architecture, 
juxtaposing its reflections and opening windows to multiple worlds 
simultaneously, as can be perceived in Times Square in New York.

Such screens generally broadcast advertisements, but are 
potentially public infrastructures.5 What kinds of relationships can be 
established between the screens 
and the public still needs to be 
evaluated with this new type of content, as it contains information of 
public interest it alters the spectacular relationship of advertisement 
and constructs a relationship of interactive reciprocity, transforming 
the spectator into a user. In the Air has developed an application for 
this format, in which the citizen can choose pollution paths through 
the city by using heat maps.

Also, another type of screen has been designed and proto-
typed. It consists of coloured water vapour, and uses the elements of 
analysis as a visualization medium. The intensity, colour and rhythm 
of vapour emissions encode the various substances, their density 
and their trend. This display is a prototype of what has been called a 
‘diffused façade’, because it builds a blurred interface between a solid 
façade and the urban space around it. This ephemeral interface has 
several functions: first, it contains and provides information on the air 

5. As could be tested at the Media Facades 
Festival 2010: www.mediafacades.eu.
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quality in real time, then it transforms urban space by reducing the 
temperature and increasing the humidity, and finally it reduces the 
levels of pollution because it causes sedimentation of the chemical 
substances. It therefore constitutes a giant air-quality indicator, con-
sisting of a coloured cloud that blends architecture with the atmos-
phere it has invaded and that mediates with the bodies it surrounds.

 
Mobile Displays
 
Another family of displays that the project has tested are small mobile 
devices that convert the citizen into a data visualizer. These can be 
just pollution visualizers in the shape of led-pins, or devices that can 
provide more complex information, like a compass, which identifies 
pollution densities and their direction with respect to the users’ posi-
tion, as if it were an emergency exit indicator.

 
One could say that sensor networks are likely to be infrastructural to 
the extent that they facilitate the production or use of other systems, 
although they have different properties than what is traditionally 
called ‘hard infrastructure’, such as communication and transport 
systems, materials or fluids. It is a network of discrete, small-scale and 
low-budget technological elements, as opposed to continuous and 
large-scale ones. Infrastructures could also be understood as a series 
of artefacts. But it would be interesting to broaden the spectrum and to 
understand them as well as cultural 
production objects with spatial 
content, as ‘soft infrastructures’.6

So what is proposed by In the Air is to integrate these hard 
and soft properties, in which the infrastructure is not only the detec-
tion network, but includes all data visualization systems, and to 
expand, as far as possible, the potential use of each of its parts by the 
general public. That is, the public infrastructure would consist of the 
whole data management system, from its sensor networks to its recep-
tion and public use.

Although the construction of the monitoring and detection 
networks are implemented mostly by public institutions (in the 
European Union this has already been mandatory for three decades), 
research on its implementation, 
display and on sensor types are 
taking place these days mainly in 
universities and small businesses 
with environmental interests.7

6. Alexander D’Hooghe, The Objectification 
of Infrastructure: The Cultural Project of 
Suburban Infrastructure Design (Berlin: Jovis 
Verlag GmbH, 2010).  

7. Large-scale environmental sensing 
projects are being developed by the Centre 
for Embedded Network Sensing, University 
of California; wireless monitoring networks 
applied to cities by Harvard Sensor Networks 
Lab, Harvard School of Engineering and 
Applied Sciences; the identification of new 
parameters or indicators by SENSEable City 
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In the case of Madrid the first 
network to measure air quality 
was implemented in 1968 by the 
Department to Combat Pollution of the city council. Since then it 
has been updating and renewing the equipment and the network. 
As of today the Integrated System of Monitoring, Prediction and 
Information of Air Pollution consists of 28 measuring stations, making 
it one of the largest in the European Union (Paris has seven, Budapest 
nine, for example, although London has more than 50). Research on 
sensors takes place at the uned University, and the gmsma department 
of the Polytechnic University of Madrid develops the visualization 
and simulation systems in collaboration with specialized companies. 
Finally, projects that seek to embrace all of these fields, like In the Air, 
have been developed by unregulated and informal groups around 
media labs or art centres based on 
‘antidisciplinary’ design.8

 
One purpose of an infrastructure is to organize the coexistence of 
different modes and speeds of presence in the urban space as one of 
the first ways to make it public. That is why the ambition of In the Air 
is to become a platform for individual and collective consciousness 
and a tool for decision making, because it recognizes the political 
implications of the production of significance. In order to achieve this 
it will need to be activated by citizens, and therefore various intensities 
of participation are proposed.

The display of data in both digital devices and in the urban 
space can be used in real time to navigate the city. The topography and 
heat maps that reveal routes of low pollution might facilitate a bike 
ride or a walk with children or elderly people. Although these are just 
a few examples, since they suggest multiple readings and multiple 
actions.

The accumulation of historical data can be used as a database 
for urban planning. For the exhibition ‘Habitar’, some maps were 
produced that integrated data from areas in which in 2008 the limits of 
Particulate Matter were exceeded with data on the urban fabric, such 
as population density or land prices.9 These data can be used by citi-
zens (to buy a home, for example), 
and by planners (to locate future 
infrastructures, regulate traffic, 
etcetera). Also, historical data can be interpreted as indicators of 
urban life, where football matches, holidays, traffic jams or demon-
strations can be identified so that the data not only has a quantitative 

8. Andrew Pickering, The Cybernetic Brain 
(Chicago and London: The Chicago University 
Press, 2010).

9. ‘Habitar’ exhibition. Curator: Jose Luis de 
Vicente, held at the Laboral Centro de Arte y 
Creación Industrial, Gijón, 2010.

Lab, MIT; or the production of visualization 
systems and participation by xDesign 
Environmental Health Clinic, NYU, among 
others.
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application, but also a qualitative one, allowing the construction of 
new urban narratives.

In parallel, the project proposes another way of participation 
when it comes to data production. A domestic detector-visualizer 
kit is being developed that citizens will be able to assemble and put 
on their balconies or rooftops. On the one hand this would allow the 
production of data on a larger scale, increasing the resolution of the 
mesh. On the other hand the production of independent data would 
make it possible to make comparisons with official data, to ensure 
political transparency and to measure air quality at strategic points 
with no measuring devices. This massive domestic production of data 
would collectivize the maintenance and care of public infrastructure 
by replacing expensive equipment and specialized monitoring with 
voluntary control and caretaking, moving its perception from an 
external right to a common good.

The effects of these management systems are not only 
behavioural, but also relate to perception. As infrastructures they 
do construct subjectivity, conditioning the relations and the ‘care 
between strangers’. They seek to produce experience and community, 
not only by proposing alternative imaginaries, but mostly by develop-
ing situations that enhance encounters and intensified exchanges of 
experience. 

However, research still needs to be done on what might be 
achieved by the interaction of all these materials, human and non-
human, as an evolutionary cybernetic design. Or what it means, in 
definitive, to inhabit coloured data clouds in the city.
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‘Never before has so much 
explicitly socially engaged art 
been produced as there is now.’ 
After this opening observa-
tion, the authors of Too Active 
to Act. Cultureel activisme na 
het einde van de geschiedenis 
(Cultural activism after the 
end of history) then proceed to 
thoroughly demolish this new 
type of engagement in the fol-
lowing 128 pages of their book. 

Gideon Boie and Mathias 
Pauwels of bavo analyse the 
growing involvement of cul-
tural players in all sorts of spa-
tial projects and compare this 
with the practice of embedded 
journalism: ‘Just as embedded 
journalists report about today’s 
battlefields from the perspec-
tive of the occupying forces, so 
does a motley army of diverse 
cultural players nowadays 
make itself useful on the mar-
gins of far-reaching govern-
ment measures and market 
operations.’ This, argue the au-
thors, makes the new engage-
ment fundamentally di+erent 
from the old engagement that 
we are familiar with from the 
historical avant-garde. Whereas 
the avant-garde used its aes-
thetic know-how to undermine 
the status quo and try to go 

beyond it, the new engagement 
stays carefully in line with pre-
vailing policy agendas. 

In a series of short, sharply 
formulated essays, we travel 
at breakneck speed through 
the landscape of the new en-
gagement, with the authors 
bombarding a few emblem-
atic projects with some pretty 
heavy criticism along the way. 
The first victim is Wouter 
van Stiphout and the wimby! 
project in Hoogvliet, which 
he helped design. The authors 
quote Wouter van Stiphout’s 
plea to set aside ‘critical at-
titudes’ in order to ‘be realistic’ 
and do ‘something useful’. 
According to bavo, this is illus-
trative of the new engagement, 
which switches o+ its critical 
intellectual capacity in order 
to at least be able to sit at the 
controls again for a while. The 
result – so goes the critique – 
is that wimby! does not have 
its own story about the mod-
ernization of Hoogvliet but 
mostly supplies the existing, 
neoliberal-oriented programme 
of renewal with architectural 
acupuncture and marketing 
buzzwords. 

We race onward, past the 
conceptual design company 

Schie 2.0, which thinks that 
architects should not want to 
change anything; past Jeanne 
van Heeswijk, who therapeuti-
cally reconciles neighbourhood 
residents with the demoli-
tion of their neighbourhood; 
and past Rem Koolhaas and 
the idea that we should view 
marginal groups as ‘voluntary 
prisoners’ who ought not to be 
emancipated through archi-
tecture, but acknowledged for 
their ‘di+erentness’. In short, 
not much of the new engage-
ment is left intact.

bavo’s radical criticism 
makes few attempts to extend 
a hand to less politicized read-
ers, in whom it might at times 
elicit indignation, even incom-
prehension. On the other side, 
the uncompromising, polemic 
tone of the book is a quality 
that distinguishes it from the 
often woolly discourse on re-
newal we are accustomed to 
reading. This style means that 
the subtleties are sometimes 
lost and the contrasts exagger-
ated. But logically enough, an 
attack on the polder mentality 
is never formulated in polder 
terms. This little book is the 
proverbial fox in the chicken 
coop, and in my opinion, one 

bavo, Too Active to Act. 
Cultureel activisme na het einde 
van de geschiedenis  
(with a visual essay by 
Hendrik-Jan Grievink)

Merijn Oudenampsen

Amsterdam, Valiz, 2010,
isbn 978-90-78088-38-7, 
128 p., € 15.- 
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of the better foxes. What above 
all comes across is a thorough-
going disappointment as to 
contemporary architecture’s 
refusal to formulate its own 
(emancipatory) programme. 
Strangely enough, this is also 
the strongest criticism that can 
be made against the book. 

The alternative that bavo 
propose is the technique of 
over-identification. They derive 
this from the practice of the 
Slovenian avant-garde punk 
band Laibach, who developed 
a new way of rebelling against 
Tito’s Yugoslavian regime by 
propagating his logic in an 
overblown manner and play-
ing the advocate of the devil. A 
more recent example also men-
tioned is that of a number of 
Swedish artists who managed 
to torpedo an unpopular meg-
aproject by presenting an even 
more megalomaniac version of 
the project, which was believed 
to be authentic and according-
ly generated a storm of contro-
versy. For the successful use of 
a comparable principle of prov-
ocation, bavo laud American 
filmmaker Michael Moore, 
the recently deceased Austrian 
theatre maker Christoph 

Schlingensief, and Dutch artist 
Martijn Engelbregt. 

‘Instead of placing them-
selves outside the existing 
order,’ state bavo in closing, 
‘cultural players must without 
reservation embed themselves 
in the present order, of the end 
of history. They must totally as-
similate the dominant logic of 
representative democracy and 
the free market, and from this 
radical inside position confront 
their supporters and adversar-
ies with their unacknowledged 
devotion to these principles, as 
well as their all-too-fatalistic 
attitude toward the possibility 
of fundamental change.’

By adopting this technique, 
bavo shrewdly manage to 
evade the responsibility of 
formulating their own pro-
gramme; after all, they only 
have to caricature that of the 
opponent. This gives them the 
possibility of shooting away at 
will, without ever having to ex-
pose themselves. Their recent 
proposal to appoint someone 
as a kunstmarinier (literally 
Art Marine, figuratively com-
parable to an Art Czar) in 
Rotterdam shows that bavo 
meanwhile have got so caught 

up in this game of assimila-
tion that even their supporters 
no longer know where over-
identification stops and sincer-
ity begins. The aim of such a 
practice, we read, is ‘to provoke 
the reputed critical forces in 
society’, which shows that the 
practice of over-identification 
is always limited by its depend-
ence on ‘critical forces’ that do 
have a programme and dare 
to come out for it. Moreover, 
it turns out that bavo them-
selves are extremely cynical 
about these ‘reputed’ forces, a 
cynicism that also refers to the 
fundamental change for which 
bavo say they are striving, but 
in which they evidently do not 
entirely believe. ‘If it walks 
like a duck and quacks like a 
duck, we can call it a duck,’ 
as the saying goes. With the 
ironic engagement that bavo 
adopts, that’s still very much 
the question.

None of this alters the fact 
that Too Active to Act and the 
practice developed by bavo 
in recent years are hard to 
beat when it comes to the 
power and sharpness of their 
criticism. 
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In his most recent publication, 
The Nightmare of Participation 
(Crossbench Praxis as a Mode 
of Criticality), Markus Miessen 
postulates an alternative 
scenario for what Douglas 
Gordon describes on the back 
flap as ‘pseudo-democracy . . 
. in which cynical globalized 
Muppets, drained of all joy, 
enact outdated hollow ritu-
als grounded in unquestioned 
capitalism, zombie-style politi-
cal correctness and poll-driven 
mock democracy’. The only 
way out of this status quo 
ruled by consensus and pseu-
do-participation is through the 
nonviolent intervention of an 
uninvited outsider: the ‘cross-
bench practitioner’.

 The Nightmare of 
Participation is the third vol-
ume in a series of publications 
in which Markus Miessen 
critically scrutinizes the phe-
nomenon of participation. 
The first volume, in which he 
collaborated with Shumon 
Basar, titled Did Someone 
Say Participate? An Atlas of 
Spatial Practice, consists of a 
collection of short essays and 
descriptions of activist projects 
in which the boundaries of 
social, cultural, political and 
spatial conventions are sought. 
The contributions come from 
a diversity of people, ranging 
from Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Bas 
Princen and Armin Linke to 
Peter Weibel. The second book, 
The Violence of Participation, 
again with contributions by a 

varied group of thinkers and 
doers, investigates alternative 
forms of participation and dif-
ferent interpretations of the 
concept of democracy against 
the background of present-day 
Europe. In The Nightmare of 
Participation, Markus Miessen 
himself is the main narrator. 
He first of all observes and 
analyses the sphere of influence 
in which participation operates 
in all sorts of areas, in order to 
then formulate an alternative 
modus operandi of how we can 
act from a critical involvement 
in this sphere of influence and 
bring about changes, without 
being manoeuvred into the po-
sition of stakeholder. 

Miessen – trained as an 
architect, but now working 
as a curator, educator, writer 
and consultant in the areas of 
urban planning, art and design 
– confronts us in the introduc-
tion with his twofold hypoth-
esis: ‘Sometimes. All-inclusive 
democracy has to be avoided at 
all cost,’ and ‘in order to make 
decisions . . . conflicts can ul-
timately only be overcome and 
turned into practice if some-
one assumes responsibility.’ In 
order to clear the way for what 
Miessen calls the ‘post-con-
sensus model’, he first looks at 
our conventional interpretation 
of the concept of participation 
and strips it of its apparent 
innocence. Participation is an 
empty concept; it refers to an 
action or process that in itself 
has no content. Nevertheless, 

the concept is permeated with 
false nostalgia and romantic 
longings with respect to inclu-
sion (everybody has a say) 
advocacy and equality. In 
conventional notions of the 
democratic process, participa-
tion is equivalent to ‘every vote 
counts’ and ‘the majority has 
a monopoly on truth’. Despite 
the fact that participation is an 
‘empty’ concept, in no context 
is it neutral. As an example, 
Miessen describes the other 
side of the referendum: partici-
patory methods such as refer-
endums are especially popular 
as political instruments with 
parties who do not want to 
burn their fingers on sensitive 
decisions. By deferring the 
choice to the public, they not 
only postpone the decision, but 
also let slide the responsibility 
with which that same public 
had entrusted them at the elec-
tions. In the meantime, how-
ever, they determine what can 
be chosen, and how. As such, 
the referendum undermines 
the fundamentals of our demo-
cratic system from within. 

Another way in which pseu-
do-participation is instrumen-
talized in order to maintain 
certain power balances is the 
game of musical chairs played 
by leaders and powerbrokers. 
For example: the government 
or management asks the public 
for its opinion on this or that 
proposal (think for example 
of the layout of public space), 
the public gets involved and 

Markus Miessen
The Nightmare of Participation 
(Crossbench Praxis as a Mode of 
Criticality)

Christel Vesters

New York/Berlin, Sternberg 
Press, 2010,
isbn 978-1934105-07-8, 
304 p., € 22.-
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perhaps even thinks its voice 
is heard. But by taking part in 
this procedure, the public is 
deprived in the following stages 
of every ground for being able 
to criticize the realization of 
the plan. Apart from the fact 
that these public participa-
tion procedures never result in 
new policies or ideas, they are 
above all imbued with creating 
consensus and limiting or even 
eliminating friction. Reading 
Miessen’s critical exposition, 
it is easy to imagine how these 
sham procedures are imple-
mented by authoritarian man-
agements or an authoritarian 
government and can lead to 
pseudo-democracy.

This brings us to Miessen’s 
third critical comment on 
the bankruptcy of participa-
tion – an argument that also 
has frequently been brought 
up over the last few years in 
discussions on participatory 
art, community art and rela-
tional aesthetics – namely that 
in spatial design practices, the 
design process is indeed par-
ticipatory in terms of form, but 
the intention of the work (and 
therefore its critical signifi-
cance in terms of engagement) 
is not. In other words, if you 
look further, you come to the 
conclusion that participation 
is anything but a rose-coloured 
dream, and sooner a nightmare 
of power politics and conflicts 
of interest.

Miessen draws two impor-
tant conclusions from this. 
First of all: consensus can 
never lead to change or in-
novation – whether in the de-
velopment of knowledge, the 

design process, or in a society. 
And secondly: every form of 
participation always carries 
a conflict within it. In short, 
participation is war. Drawing 
upon the political theory of 
Chantal Mou$e, among oth-
ers, on the potential of the 
agonistic democratic model, 
Miessen substantiates the ne-
cessity of conflict in order to 
e$ectuate change and innova-
tion, as well as the crucial role 
that the involved outsider plays 
in order to start this conflict. 
Whereas Eyal Weizman, in his 
prologue titled ‘The Paradox 
of Collaboration’, propagates 
a radical refusal to participate 
as a last way out of political 
and ideological instrumentali-
zation, the answer according 
to Miessen lies in dilettant-
ism new style: infiltrating the 
system from the sidelines with 
critical involvement and unlim-
ited interest, and by introduc-
ing conflicting information, 
ideas or methods, creating fric-
tion, thus disrupting the status 
quo.

The Nightmare of Partici-
pation is comprised of short 
dissertations, e-mail cor-
respondence and interviews 
with third parties on seemingly 
divergent topics. Miessen him-
self describes this ambiguous 
approach as a ‘galactic model’, 
whereby each chapter can 
be seen as a planet revolving 
around an undefined void. 
Miessen’s argument moves 
through intellectual excursions 
from Stoic philosophy to an 
analysis of the developments 
that have led to the ideological 
crisis in the Left, a discussion 

of two management method-
ologies and their outlooks on 
intervention in a dysfunctional 
situation, a commentary on the 
commercialization of educa-
tion and the disappearance of 
sanctuaries for radical think-
ing, and a critical analysis of 
the current state of a$airs 
in architecture. Ultimately 
he arrives at the ‘crossbench 
practitioner’, the uninvited 
outsider who intervenes in a 
nonviolent manner in political 
structures, systems, situations 
or otherwise. This ‘involved 
outsider’ is the answer to the 
question of how architecture 
and other spatial and cultural 
practices can give form to this 
new modus operandi and cre-
ate the necessary conditions 
for meaningful change.

If we ignore the seven mile 
boots with which Miessen at 
times runs through history or 
other fields and forgive him 
the hopscotch jumps in his 
argumentation, this little red 
book reads as a challenging 
and inspiring manifesto. The 
Nightmare of Participation not 
only makes us aware of our 
moral responsibility to criti-
cally examine the (political) 
power relations of every situ-
ation in which we participate 
– or let others participate! – it 
also formulates an ideological 
and working model for operat-
ing in an engaged manner in 
these situations without falling 
into the trap of consensus and 
pseudo-participation. Whether 
you are an architect, artist, cu-
rator or involved citizen.
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Elena Filipovic, Marieke van 
Hal and Solveig Øvstebø (eds.)
The Biennial Reader: An 
Anthology on Large-Scale 
Perennial Exhibitions of 
Contemporary Art

Pascal Gielen

Bergen: Kunsthall Bergen, 
2010,
isbn 978-3-7757-2610-8, 
512 p., € 35.-

The Biennial Reader was creat-
ed in response to the desire of 
the municipal government of 
the Norwegian city of Bergen 
to organize a biennial of their 
own. The Kunsthall Bergen, 
which the city had approached 
in this regard, had the courage 
to turn the question around. 
At the height of the prolifera-
tion of biennials and similar 
events throughout the world, 
the Bergen art hall first wanted 
to thoroughly examine the 
biennial phenomenon and its 
implications. What was in-
tended to have been the first 
Bergen biennial in the autumn 
of 2009 was therefore tactically 
replaced by an international 
conference with the telling 
motto, ‘To biennial or not to 
biennial?’ During the prepara-
tions for this event, the lack of 
substantial literature, analysis 
and theorizing on the biennial 
phenomenon became evident, 
so the art hall decided to 
compile this reader. Both the 
conference and the book are a 
confirmation of ‘the discursive 
turn’, the shift from practice 
to discourse within the visual 
arts described by Paul O’Neill 
in this anthology (pages 240 
to 259). 

The Biennial Reader is divid-
ed into five sections logically 
following one another. The first 
is a selection of essays analys-
ing the history of the phenom-
enon (‘Histories, Precedents 

and Origins’). The second 
section (‘What Is a Biennial? 
Potentials, Functions, and 
Ideals’) examines the role of 
biennials and the expectations 
that people have of such large-
scale exhibitions. The third 
(‘The Curatorial’) covers the 
protagonist of the contempo-
rary biennial world, namely the 
(independent) curator. The au-
thors included in section four 
(‘Rethinking Biennials: Models 
and Formats’), indicate pos-
sible new models and strategies 
for this type of international 
exhibition. The last section 
(‘The Politics of a Global 
Art’) places the phenomenon 
of ‘biennialization’ within 
the perspective of increasing 
globalization. 

From the very first essay, 
it is obvious that the editors 
have not taken the easy path 
of unequivocal interpretations 
or consensus. A reading of 
the first section, for instance, 
makes us aware that the 
genesis of the contemporary 
biennial can be described in 
di0erent ways, and that the 
first art biennials in Havana 
may actually be more rep-
resentative of the current 
exhibition format than the 
prototypical Venice Biennale. 
The uncertainty generated 
by the combination of essays 
in the first section continues 
throughout the rest of the 
book. The reader is caught up 

in a pendulum swing between 
proponents and opponents, 
pros and cons. In this dichoto-
mous chain of standpoints, 
the biennial at one moment 
is merely a part of the market 
and an instrument of crass 
capitalism, while at another 
the phenomenon o0ers a plat-
form for political engagement 
and cultural responsibility. 
One time, the mega exhibition 
stands for Debord’s ‘society 
of the spectacle’, in which the 
visiting masses are benumbed 
with simple entertainment; 
another time it o0ers a verita-
ble public space for dissensus 
and democracy. The biennial 
is the ideal example of cul-
tural homogenization driven 
by the West on the one hand; 
on the other, it is the ultimate 
place for artistic pluralism and 
cultural diversity. It can be 
an ideal means of promoting 
the egos of curators, only the 
next moment to be a noble 
vehicle for teaching and even 
emancipating people. Are cu-
rators more like bloodthirsty 
colonizers who occupy as-yet-
unexplored artistic territories 
or cleverly claim ideas to build 
up their own careers, or are 
they peace-loving anthropolo-
gists who want to promote 
more understanding of other 
cultures and artistic practices? 
Does the rampant ‘bienniali-
zation’ phenomenon mean the 
imposing of Western universal-
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ism, or a decentralization of 
the artistic power centre? 

The plethora of polyphonic 
and contrapuntal voices does 
not mean that this 512-page 
reader lacks nuance. What 
especially stands out is its 
broad scope, which extends 
far beyond the realm of the 
artistic. The writers in The 
Biennial Reader readily discuss 
economic, social, political and 
aesthetic issues such as com-
moditization, representation, 
democracy, neoliberalization, 
identity politics or geopolitics. 
Nowadays, art or artists hardly 
have a part in this debate. In 
this book, they have even less 
of a voice. Of the 32 writers 
whose essays have been in-
cluded, only 1.5 of them are 
artists. Not that that half of an 
artist is mediocre, but he only 
counts for half because in addi-
tion to his artistic practice he is 
also a curator and writer. This 
proportion raises the ques-
tion of whether artists today 
no longer have a critical voice 
in the world in which they 
operate. And what about the 
opinions of autonomous crit-
ics? This anthology confirms 
the present hegemony in the 
globalized art world. Nowadays 

it is not the artist or independ-
ent critic who determines the 
prevailing discourse, but the 
so-called ‘independent’ cura-
tor. The professional label of 
the latter covers a lot of terri-
tory, however. For ages now, 
the image of this – preferably 
nomadic – art professional 
has in no way resembled that 
of the somewhat withdrawn 
caretaker of museum art works. 
Curators today are aestheti-
cians, diplomats, economists, 
critics, historians, politicians, 
audience developers and pro-
moters, as Michael Brenson 
indicates in his contribution to 
the book (page 223). In short, 
curators are generalists, who 
moreover regard their own 
activities with the necessary 
reflexivity. Thanks to this broad 
interest shown by curators, 
the reader is treated to a rich 
and intelligent discourse that 
not only attests to their wide-
ranging social knowledge but 
also to their involvement and 
engagement. For those who 
want to keep abreast of the 
relevant discourse in today’s 
biennial world, this anthology 
is required reading. The fact 
that this book is also the first 
extensive publication on large-

scale international art exhibi-
tions only makes it a more vital 
resource.

Yet the dominant voice that 
curators have in this book is 
not unproblematic. The ad-
vantage of involvement and 
practical experience simultane-
ously holds the risk of over-in-
volvement or too little distance. 
This is also true of the selec-
tion of essays in this anthology. 
Although by now the biennial 
has a history of more than 100 
years, the selected essays ex-
amine a notably recent period. 
Moreover, the majority of these 
curator-authors are part of the 
same sub-network, familiar to 
insiders. In other words, just 
like the present art world, this 
reader su(ers from the doxa 
of contemporaneity. But the 
position of curators, who si-
multaneously are organizers, 
promoters and their own crit-
ics, raises a more fundamental 
question. From this hybrid 
position, in which criticism to a 
considerable extent is reduced 
to self-criticism, can you still 
speak of a genuine agony and 
thus of a true public space? Or 
do curators have enough inde-
pendence to shatter their own 
crystal palaces? 
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The philosopher, media theo-
rist and art critic Boris Groys 
(b. East Berlin, 1947) has pub-
lished substantial theoretical 
studies, such as Über das Neue. 
Versuch einer Kulturökonomie 
(1992), Unter Verdacht. Eine 
Phänomenologie der Medien 
(2000), Topologie der Kunst 
(2003), Das kommunistische 
Postskriptum (2006) and 
History Becomes Form: Moscow 
Conceptualism (2010). Serious 
literature, whose influence on 
various discourses is justly 
deserved. But Groys is by no 
means a withdrawn sitting-
room scholar or a university-
ensconced academic: he is 
an active presence in the art 
world that he reflects upon in 
his books. He teaches, gives 
frequent public lectures, makes 
video films (Thinking in Loop: 
Three Videos on Iconoclasm, 
Ritual and Immortality, ZKM, 
Karlsruhe, 2008) and exhibi-
tions – this year, Groys, a na-
tive Russian, was appointed cu-
rator of the Russian Pavilion of 
the Venice Biennale. Recently, 
short essays of his have been 
coming out at a fast clip, both 
online and o*-line, usually 
written on commission for 
an exhibition, conference or 
theme publication. They testify 
both to Groys’s ‘complicity’ 
and his established renown.

In 2008, mit Press pub-
lished Art Power, a miscel-
laneous collection of essays 
in which Groys describes and 
analyses the modern work of 
art from various perspectives 

and contexts (including new-
ness, the curator, biopolitics, 
digitalization, war, social real-
ism, Europe) as a ‘paradox-ob-
ject’ that simultaneously func-
tions as a commodity and as 
ideological propaganda – also 
and particularly, contemporary 
Western art – and that wields 
power in those capacities. 
Quite recently, Sternberg Press 
brought out Going Public, a 
compilation of essays Groys 
wrote for various issues of the 
monthly online publication 
e-flux journal, the editorial 
project of Anton Vidokle and 
company (www.e-flux.com/
journal). Going Public is the 
first of a series of printed e-flux 
journal readers, each of which 
will comprise work by only one 
author.

Just as in his previous books, 
in Going Public Groys posi-
tions contemporary art, its 
institutions and protagonists 
specifically within modernism/
the historic avant-garde, the 
media culture and the post-
communist era. In these dis-
cursive contexts, he considers 
common concepts such as the 
installation, the project, design, 
the museum, the body, etcet-
era, which he examines as con-
structions of this age and turns 
inside-out. Groys’s essayism is 
authentic, and at times sooner 
prosaic than academic. He 
writes in a concrete manner, 
eschewing ideological rhetoric 
or fashionable philosophi-
cal vocabulary. This apparent 
lightness and his accessibility 

do not alter the fact that he 
indeed considers and analyses 
art in terms of its ideological 
function. Groys’s art and cul-
tural criticism excels in sharp 
thought experiments that arise 
from paradoxes and inversions 
of ready-made ideas, in which 
established identities and 
power structures are exploded 
through their own internal 
logic. His clear insights chal-
lenge the reader to formulate 
new questions.

In Going Public, the central 
issue is the changed relation 
between the viewer/public and 
the artist. With the advent of 
visual media, of the Internet 
and its social networks, art 
must no longer be considered 
aesthetically, but ‘poetically’; 
that is to say, from the perspec-
tive of the art producer instead 
of the consumer, according 
to Groys. (The word ‘poetry’ 
stems from the Greek poiesis: 
creation or production). In 
the age of digital media and 
the globalized presentation-
and-distribution platform 
of the Internet, the focus is 
increasingly on ‘autopoiese’, 
the production of one’s own 
public self – ‘autopoiese’ liter-
ally means self-production. 
He argues for a change of 
perspective: moving away 
from the modern aesthetic or 
hermeneutical analysis of the 
work of art, which encourages 
a consumptive attitude, and 
returning to a more technical 
and poetical concept of art. 
Only from the position of the 
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producer can we get a grip on 
the implications of current 
shifts in terms of the public 
and the private, the consumer 
and the producer, the amateur 
and the professional, the physi-
cal and the virtual. At the same 
time, according to Groys, from 
this non-aesthetic perspective, 
art can become visible beyond 
capitalism and the art market, 
and thus broaden its range 
and significance. Only when 
considered from the point of 
view of the producer can there 
be a question of a ‘politics of 
art’, argues Groys, seeing as 
this concerns a dimension that 
has nothing to do with a work 
of art’s impact on the viewer 
– which produces an aesthetic 
experience – but with the ac-
tual decisions that precede the 
creation of a work. 

More specifically, this 
compilation of essays further 
considers the art installation 
as a private autonomous zone 
within the museum, the (im)
possibility of the collective 
social project in art, design 

and self-design, religion in the 
age of digital reproduction 
and Beuys’s statement ‘Jeder 
Mensch ist ein Künstler’ in 
relation to the supposed de-
professionalization of the artist. 
The underlying question in all 
of these essays is whether art 
and the artist are losing their 
exclusivity and professionality, 
and thereby also their privi-
leged position, now that eve-
ryone has become a producer 
and can publicly manifest 
themselves in the networks and 
the media.

Groys tries to perpetrate a 
‘creative’ form of criticism that 
is not about the subversion of 
contemporary art and the art 
world, nor the superficiality of 
the public media culture, but 
about the broadening of ideas 
and new relations. And about 
similarities rather than di$er-
ences. Taken concretely and 
materially, what actually are 
the similarities between con-
temporary works of art and the 
visual products of media users? 
And what do artists have in 

common with other ‘produc-
ers’? Nor is it about giving up 
art, or completely eradicating 
the di$erences between identi-
ties and domains, between high 
and low culture. Groys sooner 
appears to be seeking what is 
left of art and artistry outside 
the established categories and 
eroded value systems. In the 
introduction to Going Public, 
he writes that from the per-
spective of aesthetics, art does 
not have a privileged position, 
because after all there are so 
many things and phenom-
ena in the world that can be 
considered or experienced as 
aesthetic (page 13). It could be 
that with his pushing forward 
of the perspective of the pro-
ducer, Groys wants to recuper-
ate that privileged position by 
taking an opposite tack, out of 
cool romanticism, via a di$er-
ent legitimization. But knowing 
Groys’s way of thinking, he 
would never consolidate that, 
let alone consume it.


